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ABSTRACT 
The building of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railroad across Canada in the years 
prior to the First World War led to an unprecedented degree of non-aboriginal 
settlement in northern British Columbia. Thousands of euroCanadians flocked to 
the North in search of inexpensive agricultural land, spreading out and creating 
communities in even the most remote sub-regions adjacent to the railway corridor. 
This thesis explores the development of one such community, Ootsa Lake, from its 
inception shortly after the turn of the century through to its displacement fifty years 
later. The community, composed of the four settlements of Wistaria, Streatharn, 
Ootsa and Marilla along the north shore of Ootsa Lake, was flooded out by Alcan' s 
Kernano project in the early 1950s. By looking back through the oral testimony of 
twenty-six former residents, this thesis examines how the settlers carne to know, use 
and appreciate their environment in ways that defy conventional academic wisdom 
about non-aboriginal communities in northern British Columbia history. Such 
wisdom paints a picture of non-native sojourners who travel to the North in search 
of fortune and either succeed in the purpose or leave shortly thereafter in defeat. 
Yet the experience of the Ootsa Lake settlers suggests an altogether different story. 
These settlers quickly discarded any notions of economic grandeur and learned to 
adapt to their abundant, yet often harsh, environment. A strong dependence upon 
the surrounding landscape coupled with extreme geographic isolation, brought 
about a subsistence/barter economy and a relative absence of wage labour and 
currency. Consequently, the Ootsa Lake settlers were able to build a viable, multi-
generational community that survived largely outside of the boom and bust 
economic cycles that have haunted 'company' and resource-based towns in the 
provincial North. As such, the history of the Ootsa Lake settlements, long forgotten 
beneath the waters of the Nechako Reservoir, provides an insightful look into the 
development of northern British Columbian society. 
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Map of North-Central British Columbia drawn by Tricia Mowat. 
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The McNeills, a multigenerational Ootsa Lake family: Top- Billy McNeill, first 
arrived at Ootsa Lake in 1920, photo circa 1930s; Left- Helen, Cap and Pat McNeill 
(infant), 1947; Right- Penny and Pat McNeill, circa early 1950s. 
Vll 
'Living Off The Land:' Top Right- Cap McNeill and guiding customer, circa late 
1930s, early 1940s; Bottom- Billy McNeill, Cap McNeill and customers on portage 
between Whitesail Lake and Big Eutsuk Lake, Tweedsmuir Park, circa 1940s. 
viii 
:t\1cNeill homestead and guiding headquarters on Ootsa Lake, circa late 1930s. 
lX 
Top- Billy McNeill and company on Whitesail Lake, circa 1940s; Bottom-
Underwater logging on Ootsa Lake (adjoining to Whitesail Lake) today. All photos 
courtesy of Pat Beach. 
X 
Introduction/Historiography: Why Ootsa Lake? 
In 1952 four euroCanadian settlements along Ootsa Lake in northwestern 
British Columbia began to disappear under the ne,,vly created Nechako Reservoir. 
The reservoir would soon displace the settlers and provide the hydroelectric power 
for the Alcan corporation to manufacture aluminum in Kitimat and sell it in 
markets around the world. Today, like the community itself, much of the history of 
the Ootsa Lake settlers lies beneath the surface, trapped in the past by both time and 
space. But part of the experience of this community persists in the memories of 
remaining residents. What follows is a social-cultural study of Ootsa Lake, a 
community that paid the ultimate price for progress a half century after its first 
settlers began cultivating the soil and gathering the wildlife around and within the 
waters of the lake. 
But this is not an examination solely of the displacement of this community. 
Rather, it is a study of how the euroCanadians who created and sustained the rural 
settlements of Wistaria, Streatham, Ootsa and Marilla, came to be attached to and 
dependent upon their environment in numerous ways over the course of five 
decades. It seems any focus on multi-generational non-natives in the provincial 
North has been overshadowed - if not largely ignored - at the the expense of an 
almost microscopic examination of the transient, capitalistic euroCanadian in 
northern British Columbia. As Cole Harris states: 
Settlements, most of them ephemeral, have suddenly appeared in the 
wilderness, their locations dependent on transportation technology and 
resource availability, their economies tied to distant markets, their 
1 
populations migratory and largely male, and their rhythms of work and 
leisure bound to technologies of resource procurement. When modern 
British Columbia was being settled, the well-established pattern 
continued .... l 
The transient, capitalistic characteristics of the stereotypical northern fur trader, 
miner, fisher and the logger appear to have consumed the imagination of many 
British Columbian historians in the twentieth century. The purpose of this study of 
Ootsa Lake is to suggest different historical possibilities for the cultural-ecological 
experience of non-natives in twentieth century northern British Columbia. 
Many historians, when in fact they have turned their attention to permanent 
non-aboriginal settlement in North American rural landscapes, have done so 
largely through an economic perspective. William Cronon and Donald Worster 
document the strong association between non-native settlement and 
environmental change in Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists and the Ecology 
of New England and Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the 
American West, respectively. Yet, these authors rarely, if ever, discuss the 
psychological attachments and adaptations that developed in settler societies 
between inhabitants and their surrounding landscapes. Rather, economic and 
political motivations precipitate massive and far-reaching ecological change. In 
both works the environment is perceived by continental newcomers primarily as a 
resource base for capitalist accumulation. "Ultimately," writes Cronon, 
1 Cole Harris, The Resettlement of British Columbia: Essays on Colonialism and Geographical Change 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 1997), p . 194. 
2 
English property systems encouraged colonists to regard the products 
of the land - not to mention the land itself - as commodities, and so 
led them to orient a significant margin of their production toward 
commercial sale in the marketplace .... Capitalism and environmental 
degradation went hand in hand.2 
Although Rivers of Empire concerns itself with a landscape and a period far 
removed from colonial New England, Worster's portrayal of non-aboriginal 
America flows in a parallel direction. Western capitalists, driven by ideology and 
empowered by technology, perceive the environment largely as a tool through 
which material wealth and mass, unsustainable consumption are facilitated. 
This discourse of economic determinism has also characterized much of the 
academic historiography of northern British Columbia. In his thesis, "Reshaping 
The Land: An Environmental History of Prince George, British Columbia," Robert 
Diaz argues that 
during the early twentieth century ... residents of Prince George looked 
to nature solely in economic terms. The resources available in British 
Columbia's interior were viewed to be limitless, therefore people who 
lived there were concerned with making a living from nature, not with 
escaping the ills of city life. Hence, in Prince George, appreciation of 
nature existed on the basis that it could be controlled and dominated 
by humans to acquire resource commodities.3 
Diaz's argument is reflective of the predominant environmental perspective often 
2 William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1983), p. 161. 
3 Robert Diaz, "Reshaping The Land: An Environmental History of Prince George, British Columbia," 
(University of Northern British Columbia, M.A. thesis, 1996), p. 2. 
3 
associated with euroCanadian settlement in the North in the twentieth century. 
In The Forgotten North, Ken Coates and William Morrison describe the 
process through which all the provincial Norths 
have become internal colonies of the southern population, with massive 
transfers of wealth out' of the region and with comparatively little 
attention being paid to the inhabitants, indigenous or newcomers, of the 
northlands.4 
This so-called model of colonization accurately depicts the pattern of development 
in northern British Columbia. The resource-extractive economies in the northern 
two-thirds of the province have predominantly been designed, coordinated and 
financed from the southern centres of economic and political power. Not 
surprisingly, northern inhabitants, native and non-native, have had little control 
over the direction and character of primary industries and mega-projects in the 
region. This, in turn, has drastically affected the cultural and economic stability in 
the North, as the " 'provincial interest' has over-ridden regional concerns and 
priorities, establishing a pattern of underdevelopment and impoverishment."s 
Unfortunately, Coates' and Morrison's characterisation of the region's non-
aboriginal residents differs little from their views of southern, absentee, economic 
interests in northern British Columbia. "Most of the non-Natives who came to live 
in the Provincial Norths," they conclude, 
4 Ken Coates and William Morrison, The Forgotten North: A History of Canada's Provincial Norths 
(Toronto: James Lorimer & Co., 1992), p. 9-10. 
5 Ibid., p. 10. 
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cared little for the resulting pattern of underdevelopment and regional 
exploitation, as they were only sojourners in the sub-Arctic, seeking 
short-term jobs in the forest, mines and construction projects, and seldom 
staying long in the area.6 
Coates and Morrison assert that the majority of non-natives purposely seek "short-
term" jobs, as if they collectively hold little or no interest in long-term employment 
in the Provincial Norths. They seem to assume that only First Nations have the 
capacity to transcend an economic interest in the the North, as if the dollar 
supersedes all other concerns in the non-aboriginal pursuit of capitalistic gain. 
According to this perspective, any attachment one might develop towards his or her 
community, environment or region is of little importance. Coates and Morrison 
also fail to consider the possibility that some of these sojourners who left the region 
for lack of employment might have stayed if they had been given the opportunity to 
do so. Indeed, many non-natives have remained in northern British Columbia 
after finding long-term employment or sustainable livelihoods. 
Although many of the first Ootsa Lake settlers came to the region with 
visions of economic grandeur unattainable in the places they were leaving behind, 
ultimately the four Ootsa Lake settlements abandoned notions of swift prosperity as 
they struggled to sustain themselves in a place and time that allowed for little else. 
Geographic isolation gradually and persuasively ended any expectations of material 
wealth. Predominantly subsistence farmers, trappers and guides, the residents of 
Wistaria, Streatham, Ootsa and Marilla came to value quality of life and 
environment above financial success. The mere continuity of the community over 
6 Ibid., p. 5. 
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five decades is reflective of the commitment and attachment to the way of life and 
economic subsistence the surrounding landscape provided. Most of the 79 families 
flooded out of the community in the early 1950s by Alcan' s Kemano Project fully 
intended to remain in the area and had roots in the community that went back 
several decades. The environmental perspectives of the Ootsa Lake settlers evolved 
alongside their own ecological experience; preconceptions of the landscape within 
largely economic perimeters were discarded as Ootsa Lake became a home, a 
community and a place. Although this has been suggested by numerous local 
histories, reminiscences and biographies, few academic studies of the North have 
documented a complex, less deterministic, account of the ecological relationship 
that has evolved- and continues to evolve- between non-natives and the 
provincial North. 
Some historians, such as Jean Barman, concur with Coates' and Morrison's 
theory of underdevelopment in the Provincial North but take one step further in 
acknowledging the fact of permanent populations of non-aboriginals in the region. 
"The twentieth century," she notes, 
saw repeated attempts to integrate northern British Columbia into the 
province as a whole, largely for the economic benefits that would 
rebound to the south from the north's natural resources. The failure of 
early efforts ... meant that the non-Native pioneers who held on in the 
north had time to develop a sense of place.7 
7 Jean Barman, "Writing the History of Northern British Columbia," The Historiography of the 
Provincial Norths, eds. Ken Coates and William Morrison (Centre for Northern Studies, Lakehead 
University, 1996), p. 318. 
6 
Barman could very well be describing the bulk of the first Ootsa Lake settlers who 
carne to the region amidst the rampant speculation and ardent boosterism durin~ 
the construction of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railroad in the years prior to its 
completion in 1914. Yet, in spite of their initial intentions, the Ootsa Lake settlers 
did not rapidly accumulate wealth in a desperate land grab or short-term 
employment opportunity. Rather, these euroCanadians gradually built up farms, 
ranches, and guiding outfits over a period of several decades. Transiency was not a 
dominant factor in Ootsa Lake, as a "sense of place" developed both individually 
and collectively within the community across generations. The families and 
bachelors that settled in the area and remained through to the demise of the 
community at mid-century, did so with an awareness that their environment and 
economic livelihood would not deliver considerable material wealth, and that 
extensive transformation of their landscape would, in all probability, not occur. 
Despite the experience of the Ootsa Lake community and presumably others 
like it in northern and rural British Columbia, northern non-aboriginals continue 
to be seen by many academics as being unable to grow attached to their 
environments or develop a sense of place. In speaking of the frontier "immigrant 
society" of British Columbia as a whole, Edwin Black asserts 
Political uncertainty and instability find their parallels in the ever-
changing nature of the population- its composition being so much in 
flux that it may be misleading to call it a society .... This quality of the 
population has important cultural consequences .. .. they have few 
7 
attachments to established institutions ... they are fonder of action 
than they are of reflection.s 
Although considerable itinerant populations in northern British Columbia have 
played a crucial role in the dominant resource economies, there are clusters of fixed 
non-aboriginal peoples in the region. In the towns and cities dotted along the 
railway corridor from the Alberta border west to the port city of Prince Rupert, there 
are significant numbers of families who have been living in their respective 
communities for decades. These generations of non-aboriginals have created and 
maintained local cultural institutions such as annual fall fairs, fishing derbies, 
camping expeditions, community barbecues, winter carnivals and sports leagues. 
Many of these institutions were established early in the twentieth century and were 
created for reasons other than simply increasing the wealth of their respective 
participants. 
While historians like Barman have begun acknowledging multi-generational 
non-native societies in the region, there has been little in-depth analysis of the non-
aboriginal culture which has emerged and evolved over the last century in 
northern British Columbia. As Robin Fisher asserts, "British Columbia historians 
should be thinking about getting into the twentieth century before it is over."9 
-
Inquiries into the nature of non-aboriginal northern British Columbia are almost 
wholly limited to the accounts of explorers, fur traders, miners and prospectors prior 
to the turn of the century. When researchers have turned their attentions to 
8 Edwin Black, "The Politics of Exploitation," A History of British Columbia: Selected Readin&s, ed. 
Patricia Roy (Toronto: Copp Clark Pitman, 1989), p. 132. 
9 Robin Fisher, "Matter for Reflection: BC Studies and British Columbia History," BC Studies 100 
(Winter 1993-94), p. 59. 
8 
modern communities, they seem unable or unwilling to shed some deeply 
entrenched, perhaps even romantic or nostalgic, notions of the North. 
For example, Judith Lapadat and Harold Janzen appear to have fallen into 
the familiar trap of placing all northerners into one monolithic group. Their 
observation of the "informal inclusivity" of northern life, that the typical 
community as a whole partakes in the ritual of "meeting the gang at the bar," is an 
erroneous simplification.1o As the authors freely admit, "one cannot assume a 
uniformity of beliefs, values needs, and goals in any community ."11 While many 
northern communities in the region are much smaller and considerably more 
isolated than municipalities in the southern third of the province, their social 
frameworks are no less complex. As in any other Canadian community, it is a select 
group that comprises the "gang at the bar." The deeply romantic notion of the 
entire community huddled in the sole hangout after a long day's labour has long 
disappeared from much of the North as any tangible reality, if in fact it ever existed. 
Today, even the smaller northern towns comprise a diverse social fabric of 
multiple ethnic and cultural backgrounds. One can only assume the "informal 
inclusivity" Lapadat and Janzen refer to does not include the widening gulf between 
natives and non-natives in the modern North, perhaps the primary cultural 
continuity throughout all its sub-regions. Above and beyond culture and colour, 
socioeconomic cleavages have developed over the past several decades between 
newcomers - mostly educated civil servants and white collar professionals - and 
10 Judith C. Lapadat and Harold Janzen,"Collaborative Research in Northern Communities: 
Possibilities and Pitfalls" BC Studies 104 (Winter 1994-95), p. 70. 
11 Ibid., p. 79. 
9 
multi-generational, non-aboriginal residents. The "lack of anonymity"l2 further 
observed by the authors was apparently derived from research in the region's 
smaller communities, for there are clear distinctions between the urban social 
landscapes of the modern North and the rural societies of much smaller towns. 
Within the region as a whole there exists an assortment of communities of 
divergent sizes, geographies, and ecologies. The uniquely diverse environments of 
the Peace River District, the Interior Plateau, and the Northwest Coast have arguably 
precipitated equally diverse non-aboriginal cultural landscapes. 
Similarly, historian Thomas Thorner has articulated some strong, somewhat 
inaccurate, views about the region's non-aboriginal residents. "Many," writes 
Thorner, "are scarcely conscious of history. They have little understanding or 
appreciation of even the basic factors that shaped this region."l3 This 
characterisation of non-native northerners as a people unfamiliar with their own 
past is much too simplistic, for many communities are distinctly aware of historical 
developments that have shaped the region in the last century for the very reason 
that they have been directly affected by these forces of change - more often than not 
completely beyond their control. 
For instance, many former Ootsa Lake settlers remained in the Lakes District 
following the flooding of the Ootsa Lake, either resettling in the nearby rural areas 
or moving into Burns Lake. For them, the Nechako Reservoir serves as a kind of 
permanent historical document, a watery graveyard under which lies their former 
community. Barring the loss of family and close friends, many recall that the 
12 Ibid., p. 70. 
13 Thomas Thorner, ed., Sa Ts'e: Historical Perspectives on Northern British Columbia (Prince George: 
College of New Caledonia Press, 1989), p. ii . 
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community disintegration and forced relocation was "the hardest thing" they have 
yet endured. One can only presume that these people will not be forgetting the 
process through which northern British Columbia entered the international 
economy of aluminum production. 
Nevertheless, Thorner seems unable to remove contemporary northern non-
natives from the transitory shadows first cast by European fur traders/ explorers two 
centuries ago. In referring to Alexander Mackenzie and Simon Fraser, he writes, 
Perhaps it is fitting for a young, highly mobile, white population to single 
out other transient, white northerners as their historical antecedents .... 
In less than four months Mackenzie traversed the region and departed. 
Fraser, on the other hand, spent four years in northern British Columbia.14 
Thorner's message is clear: the "transient" non-aboriginal culture of the modern 
North is not familiar with its own history because there is little to know. Yet one 
need only to shuffle through the substantial holdings of museums and historical 
societies throughout northern communities to make note of how northern peoples 
have a vested interest in and deep awareness of their place in the history of the 
modern North. 
Similarly, it would be difficult to find an individual employed in the Prince 
George regional forest industry from before the coming of pulp mills and large-scale 
corporate control in the 1960s, who was unaware of the changes these developments 
brought for his or her family, their job, or their community. The rapid transition 
from a relatively small municipality to a city of tens of thousands of people 
14 Ibid. 
11 
undoubtedly brought changes few city residents could "scarcely" ignore. 
In a recent article on community formation in Prince George, Robert 
Rutherdale interviewed 
a small ... but often knowledgeable group of residents. Some were born 
in Prince George, but most had vivid impressions of how their lives 
intersected with historical changes - often dramatic changes that 
occurred from the mid-1950s to the end of the 1960s when the new 
pulp industry sustained economic growth throughout northern B.C., 
and the rapid suburbanization transformed their city.1s 
In a more contemporary sense, it seems improbable that the increasing 
environmental degradation of the Fraser-Nechako Rivers junction and local air 
quality could go unnoticed by any of the city's residents. It was and is more than 
simply the highly educated academic who perceives such events. 
Unfortunately, when scholars have seriously attempted to address the nature 
of northern societies, they have often portrayed non-natives through their role as 
conquerors and colonisers of their aboriginal counterparts and respective territories. 
While few would dispute such accounts and their historical significance for all the 
region's inhabitants, the legacy and the lessons of native-newcomer relations 
manifest a much greater importance for the North's various First Nations than they 
do for non-aboriginals. Contact and subsequent colonization of the North marks a 
significant curtailment of a way of life that informed native society, culture, 
economy and ecology for millennia. As Cole Harris observes, the process of non-
15 Robert Rutherdale, "Approaches to Community Formation and the Family in the Provincial North: 
Prince George and British Columbia's Central Interior" BC Studies 102 (Winter 1994-95), p. 111. 
12 
aboriginal settlement "ushered in a barrage of land appropriation and cultural 
change that could be resisted in various ways, but hardly stopped."16 In contrast, 
northern settlers were predominantly, although not exclusively, European in 
background, who began communities half-way around the world from their 
respective cultural origins. "From the newcomers' perspective," writes Harris, "the 
land was wilderness .... The few legacies of a Native past were irrelevant to an 
immigrant future; British Columbia was a beginning."17 The economies that grew 
from these communities were predetermined as much by the surrounding 
environments as they were by the settlers' cultural baggage. Thus, for non-natives, 
contact and settlement, even in the latter half of the twentieth century, marks a 
certain cultural beginning. 
For many multi-generational non-natives in the North, and particularly 
those people dependent upon resource-extractive industries, aboriginal issues have 
often assumed minor importance. Prior to the pro]iferation of treaty and land claim 
negotiations in the 1990s, many non-natives continued making a living in the 
forest, fishing, mining and farming industries with little conscience of the decay of 
aboriginal communities over the century. Non-natives who are generations 
removed from the initial geographical displacement of native communities and 
who think little about the ongoing environmental appropriation and cultural 
ppression of these peoples, rarely confront or acknowledge such issues; to do so 
would put their own economic prosperity and capitalistic, ideological 
underpinnings on trial. Although the abuses of native peoples continue in various 
16 Cole Harris, The Resettlement of British Columbia, p. 193. 
17 Ibid ., p. 186. 
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forms and varying degrees, the entrenchment of non-native culture and control 
over natural resources, albeit often by absentee interests, has placed critical self-
examination of race relations far from the mind of the typical non-aboriginal 
northerner. 
Perhaps most significantly, while the bulk of existing northern historical 
documents, such as trading post records and community newspapers, have been 
written by non-natives, academic historians have largely used these resources, with 
much care and effort, to pull from them a native perspective and experience. Thus, 
non-aboriginals have often been defined through their relationship with aboriginal 
society. Accordingly, regardless of how one chooses to characterise the perceptions 
of northern non-aboriginals towards First Nations and their collective past, an 
increased effort should be made to more fully understand multi-generational, non-
aboriginal communities. Failing to do so will only result in a continued 
historiographical vacuum of northern British Columbia as a whole. 
In recent years academics have, at least in passing, begun to acknowledge the 
considerable gaps in the historiography of the provincial North. However, a further 
emphasis of northern topics is clearly necessary. For example, in addressing the fact 
that northern subjects "have been viewed as tangential to the history of British 
Columbia as a whole," Jean Barman states that both her own and George 
Woodcock's recent histories of the province "demonstrated somewhat more 
consciousness of the entire province than had previous surveys."l8 Yet, 
surprisingly, there is little discussion of the Kemano Project in either Barman's 
18 Jean Barman, "Writing the History of Northern British Columbia," p. 299. 
14 
widely celebrated The West beyond the West or Woodcock's British Columbia. The 
omission is remarkable considering Kernano remains today one of only two 
hydroelectric mega-projects in all northern British Columbia. In addition, as the 
only aluminum smelter in the province, it is an enterprise and an industry that 
enjoys continuing distinctiveness in British Columbia. 
Similarly, in the recent anthology of British Columbia history, The Pacific 
Province, the only mention of Kemano is made by Robin Fisher, in referring to the 
way in which then Premier Mike Harcourt announced plans to cancel phase two of 
the project. Indeed, by his own admission, the "provincial north, in particular, has 
been ignored. There is a whole other half of British Columbia north of Prince 
George that remains largely terra incognita to historians."19 If a project of this 
magnitude and complexity were constructed on the doorstep of the Lower 
Mainland, certainly it would have enjoyed much scholarly attention with respect to 
the environmental and social costs incurred. 
Constructed in the early 1950s, the multi-faceted project was touted as the 
largest undertaking of its kind in all western Canada, bringing thousands of workers 
into northern British Columbia and creating a new Pacific city of well over 10,000 
people in the process. The project's Kenney Darn became the largest earth filled darn 
in the world, creating a gigantic 92,000 hectare reservoir, a volume large enough to 
cover the entire surface of Vancouver Island with one metre of water. Unlike its 
northeastern counterpart, W.A.C. Bennett's Peace River Project, Kernano is not a 
government owned and operated BC Hydro facility. Rather, it is a private 
19 Robin Fisher, "Matter for Reflection," p. 73. 
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development of considerable complexity that was created and maintained primarily 
for the production of aluminum in the city of Kitimat. Shipping aluminum to 
world markets by the mid 1950s, Kemano brought the region farther into the 
international economy. In addition, the Nechako River, historically comprising 20 
percent of the Fraser River salmon fishery, arguably became half the river it had 
been as a result of the project, directly affecting the coastal and inland fishery for 
decades to follow. Few would dispute that both academics and the public at large 
could benefit from a greater understanding of the costs, both environmental and 
social, of such a far-reaching, northern, mega-project. 
In sum, northern, multi-generational, non-aboriginals have arguably been 
marginalised in much of the non-popular writing of British Columbia history. 
When they have been addressed, they have often been portrayed as temporary 
visitors in an unknown geography, imperialistically driven capitalists, as 
individuals possessing traits more reflective of traditional northern folklore than 
contemporary reality, or exclusively through their relationship with First Nations. 
The historical experience of the Ootsa Lake settlements breaks with these 
deterministic notions and much of the conventional academic wisdom of non-
aboriginal northern communities in several ways. 
For example, in the next chapter, 'Moose Meat & Spuds: Living off the Land,' 
the unique economy of the Ootsa Lake settlements is examined. As a result of their 
geographic location, the settlements were isolated from commercial agriculture, 
lumber and mining markets to a considerable degree. Primarily composed of multi-
generational, non-native inhabitants at the time of its disintegration in the early 
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1950s, this community had become, in relative terms, environmentally and 
economically sustainable. Residents sustained themselves through mixed farming, 
small-scale ranching, seasonal trapping and guiding in Tweedsmuir Park; this 
community was not governed by distant capital markets, the infamous boom and 
bust economic cycle, or the extraction of minerals or timber. Geographically 
isolated from even regional commercial outposts, little wage labour and currency 
made its way into the area. Much of the agricultural goods produced were 
consumed within the community itself, as transportation costs often prohibited 
shipping livestock to outside markets. The absence of currency became augmented 
by a system of bartering for non-wage labour, harvested crops, wild meat and hand-
made materials. 
Perhaps most significantly, from this distinctive subsistence economy came a 
deep and lasting attachment to the landscape, in a utilitarian as well as 
conservationist sense, which evolved over time and became entrenched within 
each succeeding generation of the Ootsa Lake settlements. Rarely, if ever, has this 
non-aboriginal cultural evolution been acknowledged, let alone documented, in the 
writing of northern, academic British Columbia history. 
Chapter Three, 'Creating A Community: Signposts of Civilization,' sketches a 
picture of the social, economic and cultural institutions that were built, literally, by 
the Ootsa Lake settlers. In addition to serving the various needs of local residents, 
schools, post offices, general stores, organizations, the church and the community 
hall all testify to the fact that this was a real, viable, permanent community with a 
long-term outlook for the future. While there is no standard historiographical 
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measurement for describing a 'community', various historians have documented 
the importance of certain cultural institutions in euroCanadian societies. As Cole 
Harris argues regarding rural life around the tum of the century in British 
Columbia: "a general store, church, and post office" constituted "the rudiments of a 
civil society connected to the outside world."2o Similarly, Morris Zaslow observes 
how 
important socially at the local level were the schools and later the 
community halls, where musical, dramatic, literary, and athletic 
activities could be carried out.. .. attracting members of all groups to 
join in local activities .... In all these ways the inhabitants of the 
agricultural frontiers responded to the changing social, cultural, and 
technological situations of the period.21 
Although Ootsa Lake was not a traditionally prosperous 'capitalist' community with 
respect to generating financial income or exporting substantial commercial products, 
the settlers were able to create numerous community institutions that 'company' 
and resource based towns across the North were either generously provided with or 
could more easily afford. This not only speaks to the rich social atmosphere the 
residents of the four settlements created over five decades, but reflects their 
commitment to remain in an environment that provided a different kind of 
prosperity than could be found in other, more traditionally affluent, communities. 
Chapter Four, 'The Kemano Project & the Demise of a Northern 
Community/ explores the manner in which the Ootsa Lake settlers reacted to the 
20 Cole Harris, The Resettlement of British Columbia, p. 222. 
21 Morris Zaslow, The Northward Expansion of Canada 1914-1967 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 
1988), p. 69. 
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news that their community would be flooded out; documents how some settlers 
initially resisted and then negotiated their settlements with the Alcan corporation; 
and examines the community's ultimate response to the loss of homes and 
livelihoods. The responses of the settlers in the 1950s and the still strong memories 
of remaining settlers today, serve to demonstrate the close attachment these non-
native northerners had for their community, their surrounding environment and 
the cultural landscape they collectively created over the course of half a century. 
The chapter concludes with a contrast of the settlers' experience of the displacement 
of the Ootsa Lake community with the official historical record of the events thus 
far. The contrast between the two perspectives illuminates the traditional 
perceptions many authors have towards non-native northern communities. 
And finally, the Conclusion summarizes the bulk of evidence put forward in 
the preceding chapters and asserts that, for these somewhat general but nevertheless 
substantial reasons, Ootsa Lake offers a new interpretation of the non-aboriginal 
cultural-ecological experience in northern British Columbia. The loss of this 
community comprises a forgotten social and environmental cost of a mega-project 
which continues to influence the economy and the environment of the province 
well beyond its northern perimeters. Consequently, this study should serve to 
address, if incrementally, the growing historiographical vacuum of twentieth 
century, northern British Columbia. 
In reaching these conclusions about the isolated northern community of 
Ootsa Lake, I encountered several problems with respect to locating conventional 
sources and materials. First and foremost, there are considerably fewer primary and 
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secondary sources on Ootsa Lake than are available on larger, less isolated 
communities. Ootsa Lake was not, and is not, incorporated. The community did 
not enjoy a weekly newspaper or any other kind of community publication. In the 
Provincial Archives in Victoria, much of the information on Ootsa Lake was found 
through small references in general sources. For example, information concerning 
the schools in Ootsa Lake, some of the few government- administered institutions 
in the community, was compiled piece by piece in the province's extensive Annual 
School Records. Many small references to the community could be found in the 
correspondence of Lower Mainland naturalists and government officials who found 
their way through Ootsa Lake often in search of wildlife species and hydrological 
information. Much information was located on the Grand Trunk Pacific Railroad 
which provided the impetus for settlement in the Lakes District, but such sources do 
not afford an in-depth view of the lifeways of Ootsa Lake residents. In contrast to 
examining community development in a neighbourhood in Vancouver or Victoria 
where one might find stacks of relevant articles and scholarly books, few such 
materials exist concerning Ootsa Lake, the Lakes District, or even twentieth century 
northern British Columbia. 
As a result, much of this study rests on the oral recollections of twenty-six 
former residents of the four Ootsa Lake settlements. The interviews were conducted 
mostly in the fall of 1996 in the Lakes District of northwestern British Columbia, and 
afforded the clearest, most complete and most available picture of life, society, 
economy and culture at Ootsa Lake up to mid century. The interviews lasted 
anywhere from thirty minutes to three and four hours, the majority taking between 
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one and two hours to complete. Using a rough outline of questions for each 
interview, subjects were generally asked questions in seven categories: family 
origins (How and why did their family come to Ootsa Lake?); land use (How did 
their family provided for basic sustenance - fishing, hunting, farming, etc.? How 
would they describe their relationship with the environment and surrounding 
wildlife?); community and cultural life (What was their relationship with their 
friends and neighbors? How would they describe community life at Ootsa Lake? 
vVhat did they do for recreational and social interaction?); the depression of the 
1930s (How were they affected by it?); World War Two (How were they affected by 
it?); Tweedsmuir Park (What was their relationship with the park? What was its 
significance?); and lastly, the Kemano project (What was the social, cultural and 
economic impact on themselves and the community? \Vhat was the nature of the 
relationship between themselves and the Alcan corporation throughout the period 
of community displacement and negotiation for compensation?). 
The subjects interviewed ranged in age from the late fifties (one subject) 
through to the nineties; their birth dates range from shortly after the turn of the 
century to the late 1930s. Most of the subjects were in their sixties and seventies at 
the time of the interviews. By coincidence, the subjects were exactly fifty percent 
female (13) and fifty percent male (13).22 The subjects were chosen primarily 
because they lived in the direct vicinity of the Lakes District. Of the twenty-six 
people interviewed, only two resided outside of the district. With the exception of 
five of the subjects, with whom I was previously (and minutely) acquainted, I had 
22 See bibliography for list of interview subjects. 
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not had more than a ten-minute conversation with any of the subjects prior to the 
interviews. Accordingly, the subjects were not chosen for any particular reason 
other than the fact that they had lived in the original four Ootsa Lake settlements, 
were still living in the region (24 of the 26), and I was generally aware of who they 
were. 
Although many would be quick to draw attention to the problems of 
nostalgia and romanticisation of personal memories, the recollections of former 
residents have been tempered with available secondary materials throughout this 
study. Moreover, the conclusions drawn from these interviews were collaborated by 
most, if not all, of the subjects. For instance, even two individuals living several 
miles apart, involved in different primary livelihoods (guiding and farming), and 
separated in age by a generation, had very similar things to say about specific events 
and ways of life over the course of several years in the community's lifespan. 
Perhaps most importantly, all conventional materials and sources of information 
contain bias, perspective and opinion. :More often than not such sources are 
recorded by those who have a vested interest in how the materials will ultimately be 
presented. As such, the Ootsa Lake settlers offer an oral history of their community 
that is theoretically no more biased than written sources could offer. Perhaps most 
importantly, for the majority of settlers who lived in the community that now sits 
at the bottom of the Nechako Reservoir, written records on Ootsa Lake are limited 
and thus are not the primary lens to the past - personal, oral histories are. 
Accordingly, while this thesis examines the relationship between rural, 
northern British Columbians and their environment, it is also a study of how this 
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specific community came to be and evolved over the course of half a century. 
While students of larger, more celebrated places might cast a shadow of doubt on the 
definition of the four Ootsa Lake settlements as a 'community', former residents 
would not. Each community defines itself by its own terms and its own experience. 
Where possible, this thesis explores the subject of community building and 
ultimately, community disintegration, through the eyes of former residents. As 
much as these people were dependent upon the environment, and shaped their 
lives around that relationship, the settlers of Ootsa Lake were dependent upon one 
another for recreation, sustenance, friendship, social interaction and economy. This 
thesis, then, can be categorised as a community study and seeks to shed light on the 
nature of community in a specific time, place and environment. 
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Chapter Two 
"Moose Meat & Spuds:" Living Off The Land 
Over a period of fifty years, the settlers of Ootsa Lake were able to provide for 
themselves largely from the hunting and gathering of local wildlife and plant 
species, and from cultivating agricultural crops primarily for home consumption. 
Isolation dictated an absence of wage labour and currency, which in turn fostered the 
creation of a local barter economy. Vegetables, \\ild meat, fish, labour and 
handmade furniture were among the many commodities traded back and forth 
among families and individuals. As the settlers experienced relatively little 
interaction with the outside world and were extremely dependent upon the local 
environment, they became deeply attached to the surrounding landscape and the 
way of life it afforded through several generations. 
Between the tum of the century and the First World War, the first non-
natives to settle permanently on the shores of Ootsa Lake were predominantly 
white males of northern European ancestry.1 The majority of these first settlers had 
immigrated from the British Isles, other parts of Canada, and the United States. 
Many of these men were induced to come to northern British Columbia by the news 
that Canada's second transcontinental railway, the Grand Trunk Pacific, would cut a 
swath through the centre of the province en route to its western terminus, the new 
port of Prince Rupert. Following the Railroad's acquisition of a large portion of 
1 Pat Turkki documents how "Harry Morgan and his partner, John Barker .. . came over the trail on 
horseback from Bella Coola in 1905. The Indians called the Lake 'Ootsabunket' .. .. They were 
definitely not the first to gaze upon the spectacle of Ootsa Lake. Henry J. Cambie, a government land 
surveyor, looking for a possible C.P.R. route did so in 1876. It was he who choose the name "Ootsa" from 
the Indian name which means 'down towards the waters'," in Burns Lake & District: A History Formal 
& Informal (Burns Lake: Burns Lake Historical Society, 1973), p. 267. 
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Crown land on Kaien Island in 1905 to secure the port,2 the first settlers began pre-
empting 160 acre parcels along the northern shore of Ootsa Lake, where large tracts 
of open, flat land lay.3 While it appears the railroad route was largely fixed at this 
time, there was speculation that the route might pass through the Ootsa Lake 
Valley . 
These first settlers, mostly unmarried and ranging in age from their twenties 
to their forties, trekked in to Ootsa Lake from British Columbia's northern Pacific 
coast, as it afforded the quickest and most efficient route from the Lower Mainland 
to the province's northwestern domain. The Bella Coola Trail, as it became known, 
was the primary route used to travel from the coast to Ootsa Lake and back.4 Early 
settlers made the trip on foot, by dogsled, by wagon or with a pack train of horses, 
taking several days to pass through the Coastal Range, onto the Interior Plateau and 
eventually to Ootsa Lake.s Some of the first settlers also used the more northern 
Camano Pass, which began in Kimsquit and followed a more direct path over the 
mountains into the Interior.6 Some alleviated these relatively slow and arduous 
means by taking a steamer from Prince Rupert up the Skeena River as far as 
2 Frank Leonard, A Thousand Blunders: The Grand Trunk Pacific Railway and Northern British 
Columbia (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1996), p. 42. 
3 Pat Turkki documents how Jimmy Morgan and John Barker found "timbered hills and natural clearings 
devoid of human habitation then surrounded the lake ... in 1905," in Burns Lake & District, p. 267. Also 
documented in Jean Clark Giesbrecht, Heritage Lost: A People's History of the Ootsa Lake Region 1905-
1955 (Likely, B.C.: Quesnel Lake Publishing, 1994), p. 11-13: Although many of the children and 
grandchildren of the first settlers ascertain that there were no natives living in the direct vicinity of 
the eventual settlements, a site plan of H. Morgan's pre-emption, ca. 1907, reveals a small "Indian 
House" on the shore of Ootsa Lake (p. 12.). Presumably native peoples once occupied or presided over in 
terms of resource use, the same lands that these Europeans, euroCanadians and euroAmericans settled 
upon. At the turn of the century the Cheslatta nation, a Carrier peoples, occupied their ancestral 
homelands surrounding the nearby Cheslatta and Murray Lakes system, remaining there until they 
were flooded out by Alcan's Kemi}no Project five decades later. 
4 Turkki, Burns Lake & District, p. 268. 
5 Ibid., p. 271. 
6 Giesbrecht, Heritage Lost, p. 12. 
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Hazleton, considerably shortening the route from the coast. 
Prior to the building of the Grand Trunk Pacific, native trading routes had yet 
to gamer considerable traffic by non-aboriginals. As historian Frank Leonard 
observes, 
the northern valleys had attracted only a few white trappers, 
prospectors, farmers, and travelling missionaries by the turn of the 
century. Living beside or beyond the complex Native societies of 
the region, this small minority could not transform the valleys into a 
corridor. In 1900, a Hudson's Bay Company official lamented that 
it was still impossible to send mail directly from New Caledonia in 
the interior to Port Simpson on the coast.7 
Indeed, the region west of Prince George was largely terra incognita for the bulk of 
the province's non-native inhabitants in the first years of the twentieth century. · 
But once the railroad had been completed in the spring of 1914 at Fort Fraser, these 
routes became primary transportation corridors that would ultimately link the 
northern Interior with the rest of the province. While the Grand Trunk Pacific 
arguably provided the main impetus for opening up the region to large-scale, non-
aboriginal settlement, much of its success in bringing people to the region- and the 
settlers to Ootsa Lake in the first two decades of the century - may be attributed to an 
aggressive marketing campaign. This campaign was largely conducted by 
corporations with land holdings and investments along the railway corridor, the 
provincial government, and the Grand Trunk Pacific itself. A large portion of the 
information concerning future agricultural output, economic growth, climatic 
7 Leonard, A Thousand Blunders, p. 20. 
26 
conditions, and the physical environment, was clearly presented in a manner as to 
catch the eye of any prospective settler. 
A pamphlet produced by the Dominion Stock & Bond Corporation prior to 
the completion of the railroad in 1914 touted the unlimited possibilities of the 
Northern Interior. Simply titled "Fort Fraser," a short summary of agriculture in 
the district surrounding Fort Fraser for "hundreds of miles" describes "farm lands 
which will always carry a high valuation ... the very large returns, which ... will 
always yield from the standpoint of the farmer."s A subsequent section states "any 
crop that can be grown anywhere in the Temperate Zone can be easily harvested."9 
In reference to the "stock raising" potential of the region, it suggests that the 
"altitude, climate and natural resources will produce a thoroughbred equal to 
Kentucky or any favoured spot of Europe."1o The pamphlet makes no reference 
whatsoever to extreme winter temperatures. The only allusion made to the the 
relatively cold winter months and the annual snowfall is the "good sleighing" to be 
had for those fortunate enough to settle in the district.11 The Dominion Stock & 
Bond 's selective and perhaps intentionally misleading "statement of facts ... without 
any imaginary colouring,"12 serves as a typical piece of promotional literature used 
to lure prospective settlers to the central Interior. 
In successive editions of Plateau And Valley Lands In British Columbia: 
General Information For The Intending Settler, the Grand Trunk Pacific boldly 
8 Dominion Stock & Bond Corporation, Fort Fraser (Vancouver: The Fruit Magazine Pub. Co. Ltd, date 
unknown, circa 1910), p. 5. 
9 Ibid., p. 6. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid., p. 4. 
12 Ibid., p. 5. 
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outlined the "unlimited possibilities" of the northern Interior.13 Beginning with "a 
rapid wealth-producing ranch" on the front cover, the 1911 edition confidently 
predicts commercial and agricultural success will follow the tracks through the 
central corridor. From the outset, prospective migrants were led to believe the 
Grand Trunk Pacific "accurately" reported conditions in northern British Columbia. 
From descriptions of the "moderating influence" of the "warm Japan current"14 to 
references of "easily removed" timber,1s the corporation either lacked even the 
most rudimentary knowledge of the region or purposely exaggerated and 
minimized contemporary data. 
Given the Grand Trunk Pacific's short history in the region and presumably 
limited resources for such endeavours, perhaps it is unreasonable to expect the 
corporation to have provided precise geographical information on all regions 
through the railroad corridor. Nevertheless, a section describing "as much arable 
land along the route of the Grand Trunk Pacific in British Columbia as in all the 
remainder of the Province combined,"16 clearly illustrates the corporation's 
willingness to distort contemporary knowledge of northwestern British Columbia. 
On page fourteen of Plateau And Valley Lands a chart outlines the various altitudes 
of established towns. Telkwa is listed at 1,675 feet above sea level, while Burns Lake 
at 2, 275 feet. The very next page states that territory served by the railroad "is not 
valley land, but a wide plateau between the hills; the elevation in two hundred 
13 General Passenger Department, Grand Trunk Pacific Railway Plateau and Valley Lands in British 
Columbia: General Information for the Intending Settler (Winnipeg, Grand Trunk Pacific Railway, 
1911), p. 4. 
14 Ibid., p. 8. 
15 Ibid., p. 10. 
16 Ibid., p. 15. 
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miles does not vary 400 feet."1 7 The distance between Telkwa and Bums Lake by rail 
is well under ninety miles, and as the crow flies, considerably shorter. Yet the 
difference in altitude between the two communities is listed at 600 feet. Whether 
such errors are a reflection of the Grand Trunk's sloppy research or purposeful 
attempts to construct an environment and a region where "nature provided 
perfectly,"18 the outcome was presumably the same; settlers came to the Northern 
Interior of British Columbia with a distinct vision of economic fulfilment and 
future prosperity. 
Although generally optimistic in nature, the provincial government 
literature appears to have been written with more respect to local geographical 
specificity than the Grand Trunk Pacific and other corporations. For example, in a 
detailed account of the Ootsa Lake country, the 1911 edition of Grand Trunk Pacific's 
Plateau And Valley Lands states that "excessive continued cold in winter would be 
impossible; the snowfall being light, with comparatively mild weather generally 
throughout the winter months."19 Two years later the Department of Lands warned 
migrants that the climate at Ootsa Lake is "subject to extremes of temperature... and 
while the summers are hot, the winters are cold, with snowfall of from 1 to 3 feet."2o 
Clearly, government brochures of this time period and on this region of the 
province appear to have been conceived with considerably more care to accurate 
contemporary information than their corporate counterparts. 
Nevertheless, as a result of such boosterism, it seemed the Grand Trunk 
17 Ibid., p. 15. 
18 Ibid., p. 17. 
19 Ibid., p. 10. 
20 Department of Lands Fort Fraser Land Recording Division (Victoria: Province of British Columbia, 
1913), p. 12. 
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Pacific would be passing through virtually every valley in the Northern Interior, 
and every valley was a virtual Garden of Eden waiting to be plundered. It appears 
the first Ootsa Lake settlers were a few among many that were influenced by such 
bold propaganda. For instance, Olaf Anderson travelled over the Bella Coola Trail 
to Ootsa Lake in 1907 to stake a pre-emption on the strength of rumours that the 
Ootsa Lake valley was a fruit growing country.21 Two years earlier, in 1905, brothers 
Harold and Frank Bennett left England for Canada, ultimately making their way 
into Ootsa Lake in 1906. The Bennetts firmly believed in the possibility of the 
railroad line being built in the direct vicinity. They, like others, thought Ootsa, or 
nearby Francois Lake, comprised a natural and logical route via the Nechako River, 
in which minimal blasting would be necessary on account of open, relatively flat 
land. According to Harold's son Bud, this belief in the railroad coming through the 
area is the reason why the "south country got populated before the Burns Lake area" 
prior to the completion of the Grand Trunk Pacific.22 
Similarly, Millie Durban recalls how her father, Ed Blackwell, "read in the 
papers about these wonderful farms that were here that were so cheap, and so [he] 
walked over here ... He said the land was advertised in this beautiful Ootsa Lake 
country."23 According to Minnie McGinnis, "everybody wondered how come they ... 
came to this Ootsa Valley ... there was pamphlets out... I heard that later, and that's 
when they came."24 After the railway corridor was built through Bums Lake, 
people, and more importantly, families, began to look to Ootsa Lake as a permanent 
21 Alma Addison, Interview, September 19, 1996. 
22 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
23 Millie Durban, Interview, September 24, 1996. 
24 Minnie McGinnis, Interview, October 7, 1996. 
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farming community one or two day's travel from the railroad. The settlers adapted 
to extreme winter conditions, short summers and learned to substitute local wildlife 
for more traditional commercial fare. Regardless of the forces that brought the 
initial settlers into the area and despite any environmental expectations they held at 
the time, the settlers remained along Ootsa Lake and created a sustainable, long-
term, rural community. 
While there appears to be no firm population statistics on the Ootsa Lake 
settlements,25 many sources, do, however, point in a rough, unsubstantiated 
manner towards the size of the community throughout its fifty year history up to 
mid century. For instance, in Burns Lake & District: A History Formal & Informal, 
author Pat Turkki provides a rough outline of people and families who settled 
along Ootsa Lake from 1905 to 1920. According to this record, there were about 140 
people living in the community by 1920.26 As discussed in detail in the proceeding 
chapter, school attendance was relatively low but remained steady for three decades 
prior to the displacement of the community in the early 1950s. 79 landholders 
(titleholders) were ultimately flooded out by Alcan, leaving a handful of settlers 
above the high water mark of the new Nechako Reservoir. If only half of the 
settlers flooded out had a spouse and two children, the community would have had 
a least 200 residents. All former residents that were interviewed stated the 
community had at least 150 people and probably no more than 300 people between 
1920 and 1950. 
25 Voters lists and postal lists, for example, do not differentiate between the Ootsa Lake settlements 
and other sparsely populated settlements in the same period located several miles away and 
comprising completely separate communities. 
26 Pat Turkki, Burns Lake & District, p. 305-306. 
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Yet scholars have often determined that northern non-native communities 
generally partake in unsustainable resource-extractive economies. This view has 
cultivated the stereotype of the non-aboriginal northern sojourner, particularly in 
the forestry and mining industries, who arrives for a job while markets are strong 
and readily moves on when the resource becomes depleted or prices drop through 
the floor. 
For example, in a recent article, aptly titled "Native People, Settlers and 
Sojourners, 1871-1916," Hugh Johnston asserts 
On farms and railways, and in mines, fisheries and forests, British 
Columbia provided work that most Canadians did not want because 
it was insecure, seasonal or temporary, hard and frequently dangerous .... 
Such work generally demanded a mobile labour force, one that would 
appear when needed and go away when not needed .... 27 
Similarly, in "British Columbia: The Politics of Exploitation," Edwin Black describes 
the character of the province as a continuously evolving frontier with a 
frontier population, a frontier economy ... . British Columbia has a 
"modernised" frontier ... highly organized, company-oriented .... They 
[settlers] were isolated, parochial, money-seeking .... the settlers of the 
Interior were much the same as those on the coast, their isolation 
and their dependence on single industries were even more marked .... 28 
In an article about the northern port of Prince Rupert, K.E. Luckhardt comments on 
27 Hugh Johnston, "Native People, Settlers and Sojourners, 1871-1916," The Pacific Province: A History 
of British Columbia, ed. Hugh J. M. Johnston (Vancouver: Douglas & Mcintyre, 1996), p. 190. 
28 Edwin Black, "The Politics of Exploitation," A History of British Columbia: Selected Readings, ed. 
Patricia E. Roy (Toronto: Copp Clark Pitman, 1989), p . 130. 
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the nature of the relationship between the city and the northern Interior. "But one 
thing is very clear above all else," asserts Luckhardt, 
port development for Prince Rupert is dependent upon northwest 
development today as it was 65 years ago .... the exploitation of hinterland 
resources and, by extension, the strapping of northern residents to 
resource extractive industries .... 29 
While large communities like Prince George, Fort St. John, and Terrace have pulled 
through the ups and downs of the global economy across the decades, comprising 
substantial permanent non-aboriginal populations, many smaller towns have not 
survived. But regardless of how long a particular northern town has endured, 
many British Columbians, specifically southerners, presume such communities 
wholly sustain themselves through the 'time-honoured' Canadian tradition of 
extracting fish, minerals and timber for sale in distant markets. 
Although this pattern readily fits much of the North over the last century, 
there are notable exceptions. In the Peace River region agriculture has played a 
pivotal role in the economy since widespread non-native settlement began a 
century ago. On the Interior Plateau, farm lands proliferate along the main 
transportation corridors in the reoccurring, seemingly monolithic, wide open spaces 
between communities. In addition to supporting local fishing and logging 
economies, the city of Prince Rupert has defined a unique identity for itself as the 
northern Canadian Pacific port, servicing thousands of tourists every year on their 
29 K.E. Luckhardt, "Prince Rupert: a 'Tale of Two Cities'," Sa Ts'e: Historical Perspectives on Northern 
British Columbia, ed. Thomas Thorner (Prince George: College of New Caledonia Press, 1989), p. 331. 
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way to and from the continent's northwestern extremities. The town of Wells has 
sustained a small but continuous population since the 1930s, kept alive not solely by 
the lucrative forest and mining sectors but through substantial seasonal tourism 
that streams through Barkerville and the Bowron Lakes. Clearly, not all northern, 
twentieth century, non-aboriginal communities have spent the bulk of their time, 
labour and capital stripping the environment of its abundance for sale in far 
removed landscapes, or have boomed and then went bust. 
It is possible that the Ootsa Lake settlers would have wholly participated in 
conventional resource-extractive economies given the opportunity to do so. But 
because the settlements were geographically isolated from large-scale provincial, 
national and global markets, it was simply not profitable for the settlers to ship out 
agricultural or forest products throughout much of the first half of the twentieth 
century.30 As local author Pat Turkki observes, "there was an abundance of cream 
and butter" in the settlements, "but there was no market for it."31 Similarly, even 
transporting cattle to the railroad in Houston or Burns Lake, whether on foot or by 
truck, was a considerable economic and time-consuming undertaking. When local 
farmers did ship cattle, they rarely made enough money to expand their operations, 
as profits were often swallowed up by shipping costs. Accordingly, many residents 
organised and worked their property around subsistence production, making profit 
30 Manred R. Malzahn discusses a similar situation in northern British Columbia in "Merchants and 
the Evolution of the North Cariboo, British Columbia, 1908-1933," Sa Ts'e: Historical Perspectives on 
Northern British Columbia, ed. Thomas Thorner (Prince George: College of New Caledonia Press, 
1989), pp. 382-398: ''The market for agricultural produce can be divided into two separate markets .... By 
far the most important was the local market - that is, sales to purchasers within the North Cariboo 
where transport costs were negligible relative to the value of the goods. Of less importance, but 
becoming more significant toward the end of the 1908-1921 period, was the external market in which 
transport costs were a real obstacle to entry into the market," p. 387. 
31 Pat Turkki, Burns Lake & District, p. 301. 
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where they could but rarely losing their land or giving it up when they did not 
make significant financial gains. 
Geographic isolation made for a relative absence of wage labour and hard 
currency, precipitating the evolution of a local barter economy. Hunting, gathering, 
and fishing supplemented cultivated crops and domestic stock, while trapping, 
guiding and prospecting often constituted entirely a family's monetary income. 
Consequently, this community developed an immediate ecological dependence 
upon the surrounding environment, becoming largely independent from the 
resource-driven economy that continued to expand throughout the province. 
These four settlements, a kind of rural, communal enclave relatively isolated from 
the outside world, illustrated their economic independence during the Great 
Depression and the Second World War. The settlers' way of life was only 
marginally affected by the massive economic dislocation and rationing of the 
century's two most epochal events. 
Situated amidst the Northern Interior of British Columbia, the Lakes District 
has always been dramatically removed from the predominant population, economic 
and political centres of the province. Over the last hundred years provincial and 
federal governments have attempted to alleviate spatial barriers separating this 
region from southern British Columbia, subsidising the industrialisation of 
numerous transportation corridors, particularly through the construction of 
railways. Yet, as Jean Barman explains, these initial, massive, corporate 
undertakings largely failed in bringing the North closer to the South: 
35 
The course of events in northern British Columbia continued 
largely apart form those in the rest of the province. The sole 
completed line, the Grand Trunk Pacific, actually ran away from 
British Columbia, east to the prairies and Winnipeg. The GTP gave 
the north a transcontinental link, but out of the province without ever 
going through the south.32 
Within the isolated Lakes District of the Northern Interior, the Ootsa Lake 
community faced an additional natural barrier between itself and the main 
transportation route through the center of the province. Seventy-five miles long, 
Francois Lake lies directly en route between the region's commercial outpost, the 
village of Bums Lake, and Ootsa Lake. Established during the construction of the 
Grand Trunk Pacific, Bums Lake comprises one of the many small Interior 
communities that "struggled into existence,"33 as Barman puts it, outliving its 
initial corporate sponsorship in a few short years, surviving through the present 
largely on behalf of its abundant forest surroundings. 
The following passage from a local historical pamphlet, produced by the 1958 
Southside (of Francois Lake) Centennial Committee, tells of the the limited 
transportation infrastructure across Francois Lake that persisted well beyond the 
Second World War. 
In 1911 the first power transportation across the lake carne in the form 
of a motor launch tied alongside a raft... This ferry service did not run 
32 Jean Barman, "Writing the History of Northern British Columbia," The Historiography of the 
Provincial Norths, eds. Ken Coates and William Morrison (Lakehead University: Centre for Northern 
Studies, 1996), p. 305. 
33 Ibid. Also for a detailed history of Burns Lake from its inception through to the 1970s, see Pat 
Turrki's Burns Lake & District: A History, Formal & Informal, (Bums Lake: Burns Lake Historical 
Society, 1973). 
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on schedule, but by signal of a white flag when a crossing was required. 
In the year 1922, a free government ferry was installed ... These were the 
years when transportation was by saddle and packhorse ... wagons and 
oxen. The horses were unused to motors of any kind, and had to be tied 
or held during the trip. Cattle were driven to the railroad on the hoof ... 
Wild-eyed and bawling, the cattle were as difficult to get off as it was to 
load them .... 34 
This isolation precipitated by Francois Lake, coupled with extreme seasonal weather 
fluctuations and a dependence upon non-mechanized means of transportation for 
much of the community's lifespan, made for infrequent travel out to Burns Lake 
and beyond.3s 
Similarly, the geographic isolation of the Ootsa Lake community in respect to 
other rural and assisted school districts of the period is illustrated by the absence of 
visits by provincial administrators, either the Superintendent of Education or the 
regional school inspector. In the 1915-1916 school year most rural and assisted 
schools in the province had at least one or two visits throughout the year.36 As 
stated in the province's Annual Report on schools, in the following year (1916-1917) 
"all schools in the district," of a total of sixty, "save Ootsa Lake, Chief Lake, 
Barkerville, and Kitimat, were inspected once during the year and forty-two 
received a second visit."37 
34 Southside Centennial Committee, The Story of a North-Central Settlement: The Southside of 
Francois Lake, Southbank, Uncha, Grassy Plains, Tatalrose and Ootsa lake, B.C., (Burns Lake: 
published privately, 1958), p. 2. 
35 Pat Turkki documents in much detail the poor transportation corridors linking the Ootsa Lake 
settlements with Francois Lake, Burns Lake and Houston, which precipitated a dependence upon pack 
horses, teams, wagons and winter sleighs particularly in the first and second decades of the century, in 
Burns Lake & District, pp. 279, 288. Poor road conditions and the hardships of travelling in and out of 
Ootsa Lake from 1905-1950 discussed often throughout chapter ''The Ootsa Lake Settlements", pp. 267-
306. 
36 Annual Report 1915-1916. 
37 Annual Report 1916-1917, p. A43. 
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The relative isolation was a key factor in the association, or lack there of, that 
families had with other, relatively nearby, communities. For example, having spent 
much of her youth in Wistaria during the 1940s, Birdy Madigan comments, "we 
were lucky if we got out to Burns Lake twice a year."38 Lois Bishop suggests a 
similar pattern for her family at the Ootsa settlement from the mid 1930s through to 
the late 1940s: "That's something I don't remember very much, crossing that ferry 
and going to town, or being in town with my parents."39 Prior to widespread 
automobile use along Ootsa Lake in the late 1940s, Fred Spicer asserts he also made 
the trip into town roughly twice a year.40 With the exception of Norman Schreiber, 
who operated the mail run, none of the former residents interviewed revealed any 
individual or family that made frequent trips out to Bums Lake. 
A small number of vehicles in the area made for a dependence upon non-
mechanized means of mobility well into the 1940s, also significantly limiting travel 
for the Ootsa Lake community. For in the 1940s "vehicles were fairly scarce," 
declares Frank Bergen, "horses were the power, those were your tractors. If you 
didn't have a horse you didn't have any power ... they were the backbone."41 When 
Peggy Shelford arrived in 1940 to teach school"there were about four 
[automobiles] ... that was it for Wistaria ... it was just as well, gas was hard to get... it 
was sixty miles to town ... the ferry is about 15 miles from town ... it was quite a trip ... 
38 Birdy Madigan, Interview, December 10, 1996. 
39 Lois Bishop, Interview, October 10, 1996. 
40 Fred Spicer, Interview, December 11, 1996. 
41 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
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there were very few cars." 42 
Despite their isolation, Ootsa Lake settlers were connected to the rapidly 
evolving twentieth century through print media, radio, correspondence43 and 
talking to newcomers/ outsiders such as teachers. Nevertheless, many who had 
grown up at Ootsa Lake had little direct experience with "the outside" world because 
residents rarely travelled long distances away from Ootsa Lake. Asked how often 
people made the trek down to Vancouver or Victoria, Bud Bennett bluntly replies, 
"unless you really had to go, you didn't go," and perhaps most importantly, "money 
was another factor." 44 
In addition, winter conditions substantially decreased the opportunity to 
travel to and from the Ootsa Lake settlements for four or five months of the year. 
As Frank Bergen recalls, 
in the wintertime I don't think they [Ootsa Lake residents] went 
'cause the roads weren't plowed. You wouldn't go unless you 
had to go. It was only Norman Schreiber that would go and get 
the mail.. .. In the old days no, you'd be snowed in, if you couldn't 
go there by horses and sleigh you didn't go, nobody did.4S 
winter conditions diminished mobility generally, primarily as a result of annual 
snowfall from one to five feet, but also dictated the use of non-mechanized, horse 
42 Peggy Shelford, Interview, December 20, 1996. Shortage of automobiles in settlements also discussed 
in Pat Turkki's Burns Lake & District, p. 302: Settlers often "walked whenever they found it necessary 
to go someplace, but if they heard of anyone going to town with a vehicle they chipped in to buy the gas 
and made it a community trip. Any vehicle going to town was so crowded that it became a joke." 
43 Turkki, pp. 293-294: The first radio appeared in the settlements in 1922 and was listened to by the 
community at large during special gatherings; the first telephone service also appeared in the 
community in july of 1922. 
44 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
45 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
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drawn transportation over cars or trucks, significantly increasing or maint.aining the 
length of necessary travel from November until March or April. "In the 
wintertime," the Shelford family "never used it [the automobile] except for longer 
trips ... we used the cutter ... and the team of horses all the time." 46 But when winter 
temperatures created an icy surface on Francois Lake, travel conditions on the lake 
did improve for a few months of the year. Alma Addison recalls "that was one 
thing, we were isolated. In the winter, unless Francois Lake was safe to go on, we 
were here. There was no road around the lake or anything .... When the lake got 
solid we could go across."47 Yet no one could accurately predict when the lake 
would freeze over or for how long the ice would last. Even Norman Schreiber, the 
mobile, infallible mail provider who sustained the most continuous human link to 
the outside world, "had to wait until the lake froze."4 8 
Today, those who live south of Francois Lake enjoy the convenience of 
hourly ferry service and an underwater bubble system that keeps the ferry corridor 
free of winter ice. While the government ferry service began operating in 1922, the 
Ootsa Lake settlements enjoyed no such luxury in the winter. When the ice first 
came in, normally in December or January, settlers were forced to wait, sometimes 
up to several days, in between ferry service ending for the season and the ice 
becoming thick enough to traverse safely with a horse drawn or mechanised 
vehicle. In the spring the reverse occurred over a period normally lasting a few 
weeks, as the ice melted, becoming too dangerous to cross and too thick for the ferry 
to trek through. As well, there were other problems precipitated by winter 
46 Peggy Shelford, Interview, December 20, 1996. 
47 Alma Addison, Interview, September 19, 1996. 
48 Peggy Shelford, Interview, December 20, 1996. 
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conditions, regardless of the ice quality on Francois Lake. For example, if the lake 
were free of snow, (this condition often occurred after the ice first froze and could 
last from anywhere from a few hours up to a few weeks), the ice formed a 
manageable, albeit slippery, road way that could be negotiated with appropriate care. 
Once one, two or three feet of snow blanketed its surface, new problems arose for 
those bound for Burns Lake. Deep snow significantly slowed down horse drawn 
vehicles, horses' legs sinking well below the surface and automobiles frequently got 
stuck in the sand-like conditions. Similarly, rain-hardened sleigh and tire ruts or 
crust could be either a blessing or a hazard; if unbreakable, travel could be extremely 
bumpy but well served; if malleable, the lake surface could become a hard-edged 
cover, breaking through without warning, making for an extremely jagged ride and 
sharp cuts up and down horses' legs. 
As most former residents interviewed recall having made only a few trips per 
year out of the community, there also seems to be a consensus with respect to the 
second generation's first visit to Bums Lake. For many residents it was several years 
after they were born that they first travelled across Francois Lake and beyond. 
Accordingly, many recall their initial trip out. "I was six the first time I went to 
Burns Lake," recounts Alma Addison.49 Similarly, Bud Bennett declares, 
I can remember when I first went to Bums Lake and I went into 
Tommy Smith's drug store. My brother-in-law took me in, and he 
said, 'Would you like a milkshake?' And I said, 'Whats it taste like?' 
'Oh,' he said ... 'You might like it, you better have one.' 50 
49 Alma Addison, Interview, September 19,1996. 
50 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
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In remembering his first trip to the region's commercial outpost, Frank Bergen 
recalls "that was a big thing .... Just everything .... I mean there was actually lights, 
electric lights ... There's nothing today that could come close to touching on the 
excitement."51 The fact that most people remember this initial trip speaks directly to 
the infrequency of the event itself. As in other remote communities in northern 
British Columbia, the fascination engendered by such cultural amenities as electric 
lights, drug stores and milkshakes, even as late as the 1940s, speaks even louder to 
the cultural-geographical enclave the Ootsa Lake settlements had become. 
Similarly, the existence of general stores among the settlements, particularly 
Schreiber's at the Ootsa settlement, further reflects the isolation of the community, 
particularly in an economic sense. The Bergen family bought "small stuff," baking 
powder, salt and sugar, from Schreiber's store. Larger items, such as canned corn, 
fruit and pork and beans, were purchased direct through Woodwards mail order 
catalogue where they were considerably cheaper than buying in Burns Lake, as local 
retail prices reflected shipping costs. For the Bergens, purchased canned goods were 
not staples but were rather considered luxuries, opened on rare occasions.52 Alma 
Addison, in commenting on the infrequency of familial trips out to Burns Lake and 
a dependence upon Wood wards', Simpson Sears' or Eatons' mail order service for 
more expensive items, notes "there was a big store down at Ootsa Lake so we pretty 
well got our supplies through that.. .. Mostly groceries from the store. And our 
clothes were pretty well hand made, as far as girls anyways."53 While Birdy 
51 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Alma Addison, Interview, September 19, 1996. 
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Madigan remembers purchasing most goods from the local Ootsa store, her family 
"actually ... never seemed to get very much, sugar and stuff, coffee ... [and] flour ."S4 
Although "you'd buy what you could" with whatever funds were available, Rupert 
Seel asserts such items "would be used two or three times. Blankets, after they were 
worn, would be made into shirts or something."55 While a majority of residents 
purchased most of their goods through catalogues or at stores along Ootsa Lake, the 
fact remains that relatively few goods- mostly inexpensive, essential staples- were 
purchased all together, as mixed farming, hunting, gathering and fishing dominated 
the household economy and provided the bulk of the Ootsa Lake diet. 
The people of Ootsa Lake learned early on to sustain themselves from the 
abundance of the surrounding environment, as they cultivated domestic crops, 
harvested natural ones, and relied on few cultural amenities and consumer 
products.56 Geography and distance left them little choice, shutting the settlers off 
from regional labour and commercial markets. Subsisting largely independent from 
'the outside,' residents produced all kinds of goods that would normally be bought 
from a store. Local author Pat Turkki illustrates how the settlements had to make 
their own way in an isolated local economy: 
They [settlers] built barns to house the stock and hay sheds to store the 
natural hay they had cut. Shelfords used two scythes to cut hay and raked 
it by hand. It was hauled in a cart with a birch axle and wooden wheels. 
Other settlers used a "go-devil", a sleigh like affair, or a rack with wooden 
runners .... On winter evenings, snowshoes were repaired, pelts skinned 
54 Birdy Madigan, Interview, December 10,1996. 
55 Rupert See!, Interview, July 28, 1997. 
56 Arthur Shelford & Cyril Shelford, We Pioneered (Victoria: Orca Book Publishers, 1988), p. 1. 
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and stretched by the light of a candle which was often made from bacon 
grease.57 
Similarly, all who lived along Ootsa Lake prior to its flooding at mid-century 
cultivated a vegetable patch of some sort. The handful of trappers, prospectors, 
guides or casual labourers who did not grow gardens generally scraped enough 
money or goods together to purchase or trade for dietary supplements they did not 
produce themselves. From the turn of the century through to the 1950s, "everybody 
had a garden ... a big garden, and the first thing they'd dug was a root cellar," notes 
Bud Bennett, "before you put your floor down .... You dug a hole and then built a 
house around it."58 Similarly, Frank Bergen describes how 
everything that we had more or less was there, you know, what you 
didn't grow in the garden or take off the land, the only thing that 
we ever bought at home was sugar and ... we had our own milk so 
we never even had tea or coffee ... we drank milk, and that was it.59 
Though many residents did in fact drink tea or coffee, Bergen's comments 
nonetheless illustrate the typical familial dependence on gardens for a large portion 
of the local diet. Most families grew a wide variety of crops, planting large numbers 
of each for experimental purposes and primarily in order to minimize the risk of 
select vegetables doing poorly in a given year. 
As well, since "everybody had a root cellar" much of the community 
supplemented their domestic crops with wild ones, consuming fresh fruits of all 
57 Turkki, Bums Lake & District, p. 277. 
58 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
59 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
44 
sorts and canning huge quantities of jams, jellies and other provisions.6o As Jim 
Van Tine reveals, the harvest was abundant and variant: 
Blueberries, raspberries, gooseberries ... wild strawberries ... black currents, 
red currents, white currents ... everybody had a current patch .... If you 
wanted something to eat you'd go to the cellar and get it.. .. in the fall time 
it would be loaded right down, [with] canned jams and fruit.61 
It was not just a case of gathering wild berries where they might tum up, as "current 
patch[ es ]" could be helped along and maintained across the years, ultimately 
increasing the dependence upon the local environment. Indeed, Birdy Madigan 
asserts "I think we ate better then than we do now. You know, it was all natural. 
We picked berries, we always had rhubarb and currents." Similarly, Madigan recalls 
travelling up Ootsa Lake to the 'soda springs' where naturally carbonated water 
could be found.62 Indeed, oral testimony suggests that the residents of the four 
settlements provided for their non-meat nourishment primarily through the 
cultivation of domestic and wild crops within the immediate environment.63 
Many people went to additional lengths in creating products that were not 
necessary for subsistence, but could be considered luxury provisions by most cultural 
standards. Jim Van Tine's father, for instance, "had four rows of rhubarb .... Nobody 
could ever figure out why we always had so much rhubarb, that was the reason. [He] 
made rhubarb wine, he was a specialist... 55 gallon wooden barrels .. .in the summer 
60 Anne Waldron, Interview, October 9, 1996. 
61 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
62 Birdy Madigan, Interview, December 10, 1996. 
63 Also documented in detail by Turkki, Burns Lake & District, p. 302; Shelford, We Pioneered; 
Giesbrecht, Heritage Lost; and Alan Blackwell, 70 Years Next to Paradise (Burns Lake: published 
privately, 1998). 
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full of wine all the time .... It was the best wine there was."64 The Van Tines were not 
alone in such endeavours, as nearly "everybody" made some kind of alcoholic 
beverage.65 The Shelfords, for example, made "whiskey out of slew grass." 66 
This dependence of the local economy and diet upon the Ootsa Lake 
ecosystem also became manifest through the use of wild meat over domestic stock. 
"Very few people ever ate their cattle," declares Bud Bennett, "anything that was 
good ... was sold ... you lived on wild meat because any money you could generate in 
those day was ... very hard to come by."67 Yet, the money that was generated by 
selling one's cattle did not amount to much, as shipping costs for long distances, 
particularly to the Lower Mainland, often proved prohibitive or minimally 
profitable. In one instance in the 1930s the Nelson family "sold five head of cattle 
and the railway shipping charges were more than what [they] received for [their] 
beef."68 Chuck Addison also recalls "there were sometimes when animals didn't 
pay the freight, some people got a bill for the freight rather than a cheque for the 
animals."69 Although "the money for our cattle was the only income for a year's 
work," writes Cyril Shelford, "there was little left when freight and yardage had been 
paid."7o Butchered beef was often shipped in the fall when the temperature 
preserved the meat for the one day trip to Prince Rupert follm'.i.ng the completion 
of the railroad in 1914. In addition to taking them across Francois Lake on the ferry, 
cattle were also driven - often by foot - to Houston and other areas which did not 
64 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
68 Turkki, Bums Lake & District, p. 301. 
69 Chuck Addison, Interview, September 19, 1996. 
70 Cyril Shelford, From Snowshoes to Politics (Victoria, Shelford Publishing, 1987), p. 47. 
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require crossing the lake.71 While the profits may have been limited and extremely 
sporadic, the Ootsa Lake community enjoyed few wage-earning opportunities in the 
immediate area, consequently seizing any opportunities to sell cattle, in tum 
becoming largely dependent upon wild meat for their own diet. 
For example, while Lois Bishop's family, the Beavers, butchered "smaller 
animals in the summer," such as pigs and chicken, they also ate moose and deer, 
ultimately canning numerous types of meat for the winter season.72 "Fortunately 
for the settlers, certain kinds of game were plentiful," writes Pat Turkki, "there were 
grouse, squirrels, rabbits and ducks in profusion. Bear and muskrat made occasional 
table fare."73 Frank Bergen recalls how his family "ate moose meat.. .. Sometimes 
they would cook beef, but us kids, we were use to moose and I still prefer it today."74 
The significance of wild meat in the local diet was greatly facilitated by the fact that 
"deer and moose were easy to come by," recounts Bud Bennett. "When [moose] 
migrated in ... they got really thick. '"'ell there was very few people in the country 
and it was a good area for moose, so they prospered well."75 Many of the residents 
interviewed tell a similar story of the abundance of moose in the area. Milly 
Durban remembers how "when they started coming there was so many of them ... 
my mom would have to chase the moose out, around the haystacks ... with a 
71 Chuck Addison, Interview, September 19, 1996. 
72 Lois Bishop, Interview, October 10, 1996. 
73 Turkki, Burns Lake & District, p. 278. 
74 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
75 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996; When the initial settlers first came into the area there 
\vas, according to former residents of the four settlements, few or no moose in the area. Some believe the 
clearing of fields, through burning and other procedures, created or improved moose and deer habitat in 
the way of willows, berries and other such vegetation. Whatever the reason, moose flourished along 
Ootsa Lake in the two and a half decades prior to the flooding of the lake in the early 1950s. 
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pitchfork. ... there would be like fourteen ... eating the hay, 'cause they could jump 
over the fence."76 
While moose depleted readily accessible winter hay supplies, their periodic 
large numbers made for easy hunting grounds that the community gladly took 
advantage of. Moose were not, however, always so easy to find, appearing in the 
immediate vicinity of the settlements primarily in the fall and winter when their 
own natural habitat diminished with seasonal transition. For instance "if you 
wanted a moose in the summer, then yeah, you'd go out, you had to hunt for it."77 
As a result, families like the Blackwells "used to salt a lot of meat... make jerky ... 
(and] can a lot of moose meat" to eat "over the summer."78 Hunting larger animals 
in the colder months also facilitated storing the meat, remaining frozen for months 
at a time when hung up outside. 
This dependence upon wild sources of meat also occurred through fishing 
the various lakes in the area, particularly Ootsa Lake. As Jim Van Tine recalls, 
living on or near the one of the many lakes in the area meant "if you wanted 
something to eat you'd go fish ... We used to take those big rowboats out... '"'e didn't 
have a rod, just a willow stick sticking out the side of the boat, throw a hundred feet 
of line out and drag it behind."79 Likewise, Frank Bergen asserts "dad would fish 
and mom would can and we had fish all the time."so 
Although confronted with ample opportunities to plunder the natural largess 
of the area, Ootsa Lake residents generally conserved such resources, taking what 
76 Milly Durban, Interview, September 24, 1996. 
77 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
78 Milly Durban, Interview, September 24, 1996. 
79 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
80 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
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they needed and leaving those animals and resources they did not need for next 
year. The permanence of the community created a intense, long-term dependence 
upon the surrounding environment and its continued abundance. As such, the 
Ootsa Lake settlers had an ecological incentive to avoid mistreatment of local 
resources. Why shoot more deer or catch more fish than you need this year when 
you might need those deer or fish next season? In addition, the close proximity and 
ready availability of various animals diminished the necessity of their plunder for 
sport or other, non-consumption purposes. As Bill Harrison suggests, during the 
1930s and 1940s residents of Ootsa Lake "only shot what they could eat. Nobody shot 
anything for fun. That was unheard of."81 Thirdly, there was no capitalist incentive 
to collect wild meat en masse, as no adequate transportation corridor for shipment 
and hence, no market, existed. And lastly, for big game hunters and guides, there 
was a definite economic imperative in conserving all animals in the area to ensure 
continued commercial success. 
As will be discussed in greater detail ahead, settlers were more than happy to 
share a side of moose with a neighbor for the simple reason that the same neighbor 
would likely have a crop of potatoes or a catch of fish with which they would return 
the favour in the coming months. For instance, "If somebody did shoot something" 
they did not need, "it was given away, you know, it was never spoiled," recalls Bud 
Bennett. "Hang it up, get it out of the flies ... everybody had a meat house."82 
Likewise, Jim Van Tine remembers "if you wanted something to eat you'd go shoot 
it, and you didn't waste anything. You saved the hide ... made snowshoes ... out of 
81 Bill Harrison, Interview, October 4, 1996. 
82 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
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moosehide .... You shared it... [with] somebody that didn't do too much 
hunting .... "83 Along Ootsa Lake animal parts also served more than dietary 
purposes, often used to make a variety of things such as snowshoes and clothing. 
This conservation of using each animal to its fullest extent was not ideological but 
rather the result of necessary utility. Living in an isolated locale with limited means 
of transportation and material wealth precipitated a extensive dependence on the 
natural environment for many products, like baking shortening,84 that would 
normally be purchased in a store. 
As the community entered the 1940s and the reach of the Province began to 
penetrate even the Ootsa Lake settlements more thoroughly, game wardens began 
appearing in the area. Yet, although the sight of the game warden became more 
frequent, it appears hunting practices continued much the same as they always had 
in the four settlements. As Jim Van Tine recounts, "Dave Romeo come out [from 
Burns Lake] one time ... before hunting season, told us we'd have to buy a license to 
hunt.. .. You're supposed to have 'em but they didn't enforce it... two dollars .... You 
just had to buy a license to pack a gun."85 Dependent as the four settlements were 
on the surrounding wildlife, it seems implausible any efficient game warden could 
remain unaware of the hunting and fishing practices of the community. For 
example, Bud Bennett recalls "there was a blind eye to anything ... the game wardens 
were very good ... they all sat down and ate moose meat or deer meat wherever they 
went... they never asked any questions."86 Accordingly, it appears the 
83 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
84 Peggy Shelford, Interview, December 20, 1996. 
85 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
86 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
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conservationist ethos that evolved locally may have precipitated the capacity of 
government officials to 'look the other way.' The limited resources of the game 
warden's district office in Bums Lake may also have diminished the 
implementation of game laws and quotas in the far removed landscape enveloping 
Ootsa Lake. Nevertheless, as one former resident stated bluntly, and perhaps more 
to the point: "that's why the game wardens and stuff never bothered, because people 
just had to eat."87 
As discussed in the introduction of this chapter, scholars have often painted a 
picture of northern British Columbian communities wholly dependent on resource 
extraction economies, distant markets and wage labour. "The twentieth century 
ushered in a new era in the Nechako Plateau," writes Douglas Hudson, 
land was opened up for settlement, Indian agencies and reserves were 
established, and wage labour became a necessary part of making a living. 
The former staple, fur, was replaced by other staples, notably timber and 
minerals, as the region was incorporated into an expanding industrial 
economy.88 
Yet limited employment opportunities and a subsequent shortage of currency 
precipitated the development of a distinct barter system within and between the 
Ootsa Lake settlements. As nearly all in the community participated in this local 
trade economy in some capacity, the examples are plentiful, from trading 
homemade clothing for chicken eggs, to cultivating a neighbor's garden in exchange · 
87 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
88 Douglas Hudson, "Internal Colonialism and Industrial Capitalism," Sa Ts' e: Historical Perspectives 
on Northern British Columbia, ed. Thomas Thorner (Prince George: College of New Caledonia Press, 
1989), p. 177. 
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for some of the vegetables it produced. The maintenance of this barter system at 
Ootsa Lake across the decades directly counters conventional academic wisdom of 
northern non-aboriginal communities in several ways. In particular, the four 
settlements did not reap substantial monetary income amidst a short-lived 
excursion in this northern environment; neither did they ravage the ecosystem for 
a quick return without any long-term consideration for their surroundings or 
community. The importance of the dollar became superseded by more familial, 
communal and ecological imperatives, for example, raising one's family in a 
natural, rural environment. And finally, as an extensive trade network evolved at 
Ootsa Lake so too did the relationship between the landscape, wildlife and the 
relative newcomers. 
Without exception, not a single person interviewed, nor any individual they 
could remember, accumulated considerable sums of money at Ootsa Lake. The 
Harrison family brought a steam powered sawmill on wheels into Wistaria in the 
early 1920s, taking a month alone to transport over the eighty mile trip from 
Houston. While the sawmill"supplied nearly all the rough cut lumber in the 
country and made many a settler's whipsaw obsolete," writes Pat Turkki, it "failed 
miserably when it came to increasing wealth. There was nothing in the country at 
that time called an "average yearly income," and so the lumber was traded for beef, 
eggs and farm produce."89 When questioned as to whether any residents were 
89 Turkki, Burns Lake & District, p. 289. Also in Douglas R. Hudson, "Internal Colonialism and 
Industrial Capitalism," p. 200. Hudson states in regard to the lumber industry in the North generally, 
"the construction of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway stimulated logging in the Nechako Plateau .... But 
the onset of World War I and the end of a Prairie construction boom in 1914 closed most north-central 
interior mills. The period from 1909 to 1939 was characterized by fluctuating market conditions, 
minimal technological development, and marginal producers." 
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amassing financial wealth, Anne Waldron simply replies "No .... Just as long as they 
made a living .... I can't think of anybody [becoming wealthy]."90 While Lois Bishop 
remembers her family, the Beavers, "sheared [sheep] and shipped it [wool] off ... it 
wasn't worth very much."91 Accordingly, as Donald Lang asserts, "in those early 
days, nobody made anything."92 While trapping and prospecting proved profitable 
periodically, particularly in the 1920s, there were few opportunities for employment 
or a regular pay cheque. 
A rare exception among the four settlements was the school teacher's salary 
and boarding fees. Many of the young woman who came into the area to teach 
school in the 1920s, '30s and '40s remained in the region, as there was a premium on 
young single women and many got married within a year or two of arriving. For 
instance, Essie Sams, a young school teacher from Victoria, moved to the Ootsa 
settlement in January, 1935 to finish the school year through to June. By 1940 she 
was settled in Burns Lake with several children where she would remain for forty 
years. After Birdy Madigan's mother married Bill Harrison in 1945, a man who had 
first settled along Ootsa Lake in 1908, her mother's teaching wage was "about the 
only cash money that came in." The rest of the family's energies served immediate 
subsistence purposes, from milking cows, hunting moose and deer, cutting logs for a 
new shed, or the occasional fishing trip.93 
Peggy Shelford recites an informative story of how certain people in Wistaria 
coveted the government-sponsored teacher's boarding fee. When she arrived in the 
90 Anne Waldron, Intervew, October 9, 1996. 
91 Lois Bishop, Interview, October 10, 1996. 
92 Donald Lang, Interview, October 1, 1996. 
93 Birdy Madigan, Interview, December 10, 1996. 
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community to teach at the Wistaria school in 1940, Peggy was warned by a resident, 
Mr. Priest, that the question of where school teachers boarded had been "quite [a] bad 
issue for some time." Of the three person school board, 
one was from Wales and the other was from England you see ... she 
[the third trustee] knew the issue was decided because the two .. . 
British ladies would stick together and decided I would stay with 
Mrs. Nelson .... In those days it was really something to have a 
teacher .. . $25 a month that she brought in.94 
Historians Donald Wilson and Paul Stortz reveal such incidents were 
representative of a provincial pattern among small, rural, isolated communities in 
the 1920s. They observe, 
boarding presented no end of worries, especially for the new teacher 
who often found herself greeted at the train station or steamship dock 
by at least two trustees each of whom wanted to board her. Her cash 
income, translated into boarding costs, was the prize.95 
As mentioned above, Peggy Shelford was not teaching in rural British Columbia in 
the 1920s, as cash remained a rare commodity at Ootsa Lake well into the 1940s. 
Furthermore, as Wilson and Stortz report, "in the 1920s boarding costs averaged 
about $35 per month,"96 hence, boarding costs in Wistaria were 29% cheaper at $25, 
attesting to the isolated, perhaps less inflationary, living costs of the community. 
94 Peggy Shelford, Interview, December 20, 1996. 
95 J. Donald Wilson and Paul J. Stortz, "'May the Lord Have Mercy on You': The Rural School Problem 
in British Columbia in the 1920s," BC Studies (no. 79, Autumn 1988), p. 44. 
96fbid. 
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As a result of having little disposable income, the residents of the four 
settlements learned to subsist on relatively few commercial, agricultural and 
industrial products. "You didn't have those things," recounts Frank Bergen, "no 
pesticides ... the only gas you bought was kerosene for the lamp, you didn't need 
anything, maybe some grease to put on the wheels for the wagon."97 This lack of 
purchasing power acted as a determinant in directing the settlers' agricultural 
production towards ecological subsistence. Rather than producing goods to 
exchange solely for currency, the settlers, from the first years at Ootsa Lake right 
through to mid-century, produced agricultural goods (potatoes, peas, hay) and 
hunted animals (moose, deer, fish) to exchange for those goods they were lacking. 
For instance, Olaf Anderson owned a horse-drawn thresher machine, occasionally 
threshing the Bergen's hay crop into bales or seed, in turn compensated through 
either a share basis, money if possible, or barter.98 The resulting harvest would be 
used to trade for other local items the Bergen family might be short on, products 
that other families might have a surplus of. While "money was something ... [that] 
would not be the norm ... something that rich people had," asserts Bergen, nobody 
starved.99 
Indeed, lacking monetary income, currency and opportunities for wage 
labour, the four settlements carne to depend enormously on the barter systern.1oo 
"We never hired anyone, " recalls Lois Bishop of her family's farm operations. 
When Bishop's father, Ab Beaver, was gone "for stretches at a time ... people would 
97 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
98 Ibid. 
99 Ibid. 
100 Pat Turkki discusses the settlements' dependence upon the "barter system to obtain necessary goods" 
in Bums Lake & District, p. 301. 
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come and help her [Bishop's mother, Lulu) with chores."101 Apart from further 
illustrating the community's use of non-mechanized means of farming, Bishop's 
comments reflect how the barter system came to mean much more than simply 
trading commodities. For instance, the Nelsons, a small family of four, contributed 
meat to the Harrison family when their large numbers occasionally and 
prematurely ran out of supplies. Likewise, when Bob Nelson became crippled, 
Shorty Matheson stayed with the Nelsons, lending a hand with the farm and the 
garden.1o2 Exchanging labour between two or several parties became commonplace, 
like assisting a neighbor's family when the father was out trapping or the mother 
was travelling. Often close ties between families blurred the lines of the barter 
system, making for unspoken exchanges that were perceived more than gifts than as 
trade items. Yet, regardless of the intricacies of certain relationships, it seems goods 
or 'favours' were always returned sooner or later. As Manred Malzahn observes in 
the North Cariboo between 1908 and 1933, "in a frontier environment individuals 
are forced to depend on the good will of others, or they cannot survive .... social 
harmony was regarded as a desirable goal ... political enemies could thus continue to 
do business, or even be good friends."103 Self-reliant and independent as these 
people were from the outside world, they were extremely dependent upon one 
another in their collective efforts to sustain themselves. 
Even for medical purposes, particularly emergencies when there was no time 
or forewarning to travel out of the community, residents turned to each other. As 
101 Lois Bishop, Interview, October 10, 1996. 
102 Birdy Madigan, Interview, December 10, 1996. 
103 Malzahn, Manred R., "Merchants and the Evolution of the North Cariboo, British Columbia, 1908-
1933," Sa Ts'e: Historical Perspectives on Northern British Columbia, ed. Thomas Thorner (Prince 
George: College of New Caledonia Press, 1989), p . 396. 
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Frank Bergen recollects of the 1940s, "Mrs. Cuss, old Lulubelle Cuss, she must have 
been a nurse, because she was the one that my parents would go and get whenever 
there was going to be a birth of something at home or whatever, she was the doctor 
you might say." In return, Mrs. Cuss was given something for her assistance, 
whether it be a sack of potatoes or a cut of beef.104 Similar relationships developed 
between the four settlements and the provincial government, the latter's officials 
obviously sensitive to the community's inability to pay with money. For example, 
nearly everyone in the community, like Milly Durban's father, Ed Blackwell, 
worked on local road crews to pay off land taxes.lOS 
The system also expanded to include relations between the four settlements 
and certain native families, often passing through the area on their way to hunting, 
fishing and trapping sites.106 Jim Van Tine recollects how his family traded garden 
vegetables for labour and various products: 
The Skins [family] .... They used to come over and help, work for 
vegetables ... helped fence, or dig potatoes, or hoe the garden .... 
Chief Louie, when he used to go through trapping in the spring, 
he'd come up here pulling a big dug-out canoe, his whole family 
with him going up to Tahtsa [Lake]. And he'd stop with ... what women 
made in the wintertime, moccasins and gloves and jackets, and 
trade for turnips ... jams once in a while .... They'd just trade, money 
didn't mean anything ... When I first bought my shirt, I don't know 
where I got the money from, shooting squirrels I guess, I paid 35 
104 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
105 Milly Durban, Interview, September 24, 1996. 
106 Pat Turkki documents in several instances how the Ootsa Lake settlers traded goods with nearby 
aboriginal peoples in Burns Lake & District, p. 271: Mr. and Mrs. Jim Morgan "traded ... cloth to the 
Indians [at Skins Lake] for fish, meat, berries, mocassins and buckskin clothing" prior to World War 
One. The Harrisons had also traded with "Chief Louie" in 1911, p. 284. 
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cents for a shirt, thought I was getting robbed .... Henson's [store] 
at Marilla ... right after the [Second World] [W]ar.107 
Given little choice but to go without or move away from the area all together, the 
residents of Wistaria, Streatham, Ootsa and Marilla became a closer knit community 
culturally as the barter system brought them together economically, growing 
increasingly interdependent for innumerable basic necessities of life. 
Although the community as a whole was isolated from the larger provincial 
economy and suffered a relative shortage of currency, as discussed in detail above, 
trappers and guides managed to scrape out a living and periodically made 
considerable sums of money from their seasonal efforts. Often gone from their 
homes anywhere from two to six months, living in small make-shift cabins 
scattered throughout northern Tweedsmuir Park (est. in 1937), the Ootsa Lake 
trappers lived a solitary existence, surviving on the barest of provisions and 
inhabiting accommodations that contemporary provincial societies could scarcely 
fathom. 
After returning to Ootsa Lake in the spring, trappers sold their furs to fur 
buyers, either travelling buyers or local ones like the Henson family who ran the 
store at Marilla, or shipped them off to large buyers like the Hudson's Bay Company. 
The profits were then used to pay off their grubstake at Schreiber's store, where the 
proprietors provided credit for the next year's provisions if necessary.1os Often there 
was little money left over. Rupert Seel remembers one winter in the 1930s when 
107 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
108 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
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his father "only made thirty two dollars."109 Not surprisingly, Donald Lang 
recounts, "nobody made anything .... Trapping finally petered out... [and] prices went 
for a complete loop."11o Although trappers reported some remarkable years in 
terms of profits, fur prices and resources jumped sporadically from year to year, 
never affording a steady, profitable return for the several months of solitary labour 
necessary to maintain a trapline.111 
Guiding offered a somewhat less lucrative business for the residents that took 
up the profession. But, gradually, from the 1920s through to the early '50s, guiding 
became a successful seasonal venture. In the few years prior to the flooding of Ootsa 
Lake and surrounding waterways in 1952, the guiding businesses in the settlements, 
buoyed by the post-war economic boom in North America, appeared to hold 
unlimited potential for the future . Guides primarily worked for a few months in 
the late summer and fall, and trapped, prospected or farmed with the remainder of 
their year. In the summer, fishing, photography and sightseeing parties were taken 
along the 'Circle Chain' of lakes, offering a unique circular route over the numerous 
lakes and rivers that dotted the northern half of Tweedsrnuir Park.112 
Predominantly hunting parties were taken out in the fall when moose, bear, caribou 
and elk were in season. The low lying swampy marshland that flourished along the 
109 Rupert Seel, Interview, July 28, 1997. 
110 Donald Lang, Interview, October 1, 1996. 
111 Morris Zaslow documents how fur prices in the Provincial Norths fluctuated often prior to 1950, 
particularly in the early 1920s and again in the 1930s when the fur market literally disappeared, in 
The Northward Expansion of Canada 1914-1967 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1988), pp. 130-132. 
Zaslow also seems to generalise about non-native trappers: "The impact on the wildlife of so many 
transient hunters caused great concern, for the white trapper, unlike his native counterpart, was 
unencumbered by family ties, had no permanent stake in the district in which he operated, and aimed 
only at securing as much fur as he could," p. 133. 
112 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
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waterways, as well as the elevated alpine tundra, made for excellent hunting 
grounds that few hunters returned from empty-handed. 
While guiding parties came in from all over the world, the majority of 
clients, 'dudes' as they came to be called, were American. Most were wealthy, 
investing considerable time and money in travelling to Ootsa Lake from the United 
States in the 1920s, '30s and '40s. Accordingly, the main guides at Ootsa Lake, 
primarily four separate families, catered to a specific economic class and provided 
for a full array of services that, while rustic, could be considered luxurious in the 
cultural environment of rural, northern British Columbia. For example, the 
Hensons of Marilla, the Van Tines and McNellis of Ootsa, and the Harrisons of 
Wistaria provided all transportation, from horses to river boats, packed in all 
supplies, provided and cooked all the meals, and supplied licensed, experienced 
guiding expertise. According to Jim Van Tine and Donald Lang, the average dude 
paid $25 per day for complete services.113 Yet, as Lang contends, after paying for the 
costs of a trip there 'vasn' t a large amount of money left over: 
They were very busy and they all got along very good .... hunters 
came in from all over the world .... early guiding [pre 1950s], it 
wasn't very good .... Alfred [Harrison] used to charge ... an American 
hunter, $25 a day. And in the five days he'd get his moose, and 
we dressed the moose out, we'd feed the hunter, and do everything 
for him .... They [guides] never really made very much ... but they had 
a lot of hunters ... it was a lot of work.114 
113 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
114 Donald Lang, Interview, October 1, 1996. 
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The amount of work could be excessive, from poling a boat up river against rapids 
with a full load on board, pulling the same boat over the mile and a half portage 
into Eutsuk Lake, to building and maintaining various camps throughout 
Tweedsmuir Park in the off-season.115 
Nevertheless, as Tweedsmuir Park became featured in various government 
and North American commercial publications and the occasional magazine article, 
from 1937 onward the area assumed a recreational legitimacy that benefited the 
guiding businesses in the summer and fall months. Coupled with the economic 
recovery of the continental economy during the Second World War, business 
gradually improved becoming increasingly profitable through the 1940s and early 
1950s. As tourists became more aware of British Columbia's largest provincial park, 
the guiding families invested increasing time, capital and energy for the future 
where they envisioned greater return on their operations. Unfortunately for them, 
the creation of the Nechako Reservoir significantly diminished such expectations. 
The two most pivotal events of the century, the Great Depression and the 
Second World War, plainly illustrate the relative economic independence and 
environmental sustainability of the four Ootsa Lake settlements. Conventional 
wisdom asserts that both events dramatically affected the province's northern 
economy. As Gordon Hak comments, the depression "prostrated the British 
Columbia economy .... Production levels dropped and industry stagnated .... Yet 
Vancouver was not the only place .... The depression had a dramatic effect on the 
economy of the northern interior."116 Yet, what if there was little production or 
115 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
116 Gordon Hak, ''The Communists and the Unemployed in the Prince George District, 1930-1935," BC 
Studies 68 (Winter 1985-86), pp. 45-46. 
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industry taking place prior to the depression? What if unemployment remained as 
it had been for several years prior to the stock market crash of 1929? Clearly, 
historians like Hak have directed their energies towards the larger centres and 
outlying districts of Northern British Columbia, leaving much to be discovered in 
the lifeways and economy in the region's more rural, less populated locales. 
A micro-economy like that of Ootsa Lake, fuelled almost wholly by 
subsistence activities, the gathering and cultivation of local resources supplemented 
by the barter of goods and labour, experienced significantly less hardship and 
economic dislocation from the depression than did larger places like Vancouver and 
even Prince George. For example, Bud Bennett recalls there was "just no money, 
there was nothing."117 The Bennetts survived much the same as they always had. 
"You could always have a garden and there was lots of fish in the lake and there was 
game,, declares Bennett, "but there was just no money to buy coffee and things like 
that."us Similarly, Jim Van Tine asserts, "we didn't suffer too much during the 
depression .... We were prepared for it...we could live right off the land. We never 
starved, picked berries in the summertime, canned everything up."119 While Lois 
Bishop's husband "literally starved" growing up on Saskatchewan prairie during the 
depression, "we never did at Ootsa, we always had something. It we didn't have it, 
the neighbours had it, and then we helped the neighbours."12o With few jobs to 
gain or to lose, it is not surprising the residents of the four settlements were affected 
much less by the depression than other communities were. 
117 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
118 Ibid. 
119 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
120 Lois Bishop, Interview, October 10, 1996. 
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Already existing within the confines of a subsistence economy, the residents 
of the four Ootsa Lake settlements were accustomed to living with little disposable 
income and a shortage of hard currency. While Lois Bishop's family, the Beavers, 
''bought things ... they never bought very much, only what they had to."121 Fred 
Spicer recounts with that in the 1930s, "living was cheaper ... you never spent much 
'cause you never went to town .... Most people made their living by hunting and 
fishing."122 Just as many who have lived through the 1930s revoke the hardships of 
the period, it is all the more revealing that the former residents of Ootsa Lake, 
including all those interviewed for this study, support the notion that life in the 
community was minimally affected by the depression. When asked about 'hard 
times' during the period, Fred Spicer, who immigrated to Wistaria from Britain in 
1927 and has lived in the settlement ever since, answers astutely, "well, they [times] 
were hard here before."123 
The experience of the Ootsa Lake settlements during World War Two also 
reflects a certain local environmental dependence and economic subsistence on the 
part of individual residents and the community as a whole. Specifically, rationing 
that was imposed on the four settlements did not affect peoples' daily lives to the 
same degree as in less isolated, more industrial and more urban communities in 
British Columbia. Because most residents lived on a farm or pre-emption of some 
sort, a piece of land that could be characterized as agricultural in nature, they 
received special status (as in much of the rest of rural Canada). As a result, many 
settlers were allowed to have more goods deemed essential for rural regions. While 
121 Ibid. 
122 Fred Spicer, Interview, December 11, 1996. 
123 Ibid. 
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"everybody had ration books during the war .... If you had a farm, you did pretty 
good," recalls Bud Bennett.124 For example, residents of Ootsa Lake were able to 
purchase more of a given product, because they lived on a 'farm,' than their 
counterparts in Burns Lake could. 
Secondly, living as the people did off the immediate environment and by 
their own labour to such a degree, the settlements could have endured extensive 
rations of commercial products vvithout undergoing a dramatic shift in lifestyle or 
livelihood. For instance, Jim Van Tine remembers that "butter was rationed, but we 
made our own butter so that didn't bother us."12s Anne Waldron recalls she knew 
"there was rations .. . gas ... but I don't ever remember going without anything."126 
Anne's childhood friend and neighbor, Lois Bishop, also recounts that 
gas was rationed too, but '\Ve seemed to go where we wanted 
to or just didn't go very often .... the rationing but it never really 
affected us .... I remember sugar being rationed, but we always 
had what we wanted. We had enough for cereal. We had a cake 
once in a while. So it really didn't affect us.127 
As Bishop suggests, the matter of going without was often a moot one as there were 
many consumer products and commercial amenities that the four settlements had 
yet to become accustomed to or dependent upon. For example, while gas may have 
been rationed, Lois's family had always travelled within the community by 
horseback or buggy as visiting other families usually took all day, travelling several 
124 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
125 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
126 Anne Waldron, Interview, October 9, 1996. 
127 Lois Bishop, Interview, October 10, 1996. 
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miles there and back.128 The fact that there was a shortage of gas did not seem to 
diminish her family's standards of mobility. Gas-powered machinery and 
automobiles remained rare luxuries well into the 1940s. 
As discussed in detail in this chapter, the community as a whole was 
extremely isolated from other population centres and primary transportation routes 
throughout northern British Columbia. Yet, surprisingly, few people at Ootsa Lake 
in the first half of the twentieth century perceived their seclusion from other 
communities as a serious disadvantage. Not one of the former residents 
interviewed recalls harbouring any sense of profound isolation. Particularly for the 
second generation who were born into the community and were largely unfamiliar 
with European or North American urban lifestyles, the concept of isolation itself 
had little meaning. 
However, while residents generally remained in the community, they '"rere 
able to keep in touch with current events within Canada and around the world. For 
example, the Beaver family obtained a radio sometime in the mid to late thirties 
and received newspapers and Life magazine by mail; Lulu Beaver, the first 
euroCanadian child born at Ootsa Lake, recorded events such as world heavyweight 
fights in her daily diary alongside noteworthy local events.129 But although the 
community had access to newspapers, magazines and radio programming from 
around the world, children born in the second, third and fourth decades of the 
century had little direct experience to contrast with their remote rurallifeways, and 
grew deeply attached to the landscape and the culture it afforded. 
128 Lois Bishop, Interview, October 10, 1996. 
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Just as horses, sleighs and wagons were not perceived as particularly slow or 
ineffectual prior to more widespread use of automobiles in the late 1930s and early 
1940s, people at Ootsa Lake "didn't know any different."130 As Donald Lang asserts, 
"when we lived here in the early days we didn't really feel the isolation ... we never 
went anywhere."131 Travelling considerable distance outside the community was 
generally limited by necessity and available funds. "Unless you really had to," states 
Bennett, "you didn't go."132 Residents did occasionally travel to larger centres and 
were aware of the obvious differences between their own community and places 
like Prince George and Vancouver, and thus the relative isolation of Ootsa Lake. 
Yet, as residents spent little time in larger centres, they generally seemed to lack of a 
sense of isolation and an absence of longing for urban amenities. 
Perhaps the most telling of all aspects in the relationship betv;een settler and 
environment at Ootsa Lake was the way in which the community perceived 
Tweedsmuir Park. Former residents assert that the community had little 
involvement in establishing the park, as the decision to create the park appears to 
have come directly from Ottawa as a commemoration to then Governor General 
Lord Tweedsmuir. While British Columbians who became familiar with the park 
came to see it as a majestic sanctuary for recreation and wildlife, extraordinary in its 
natural qualities, the residents of the four Ootsa Lake settlements surprisingly 
thought little of the area's special status. From their perspective, the fact that the 
region directly across Ootsa Lake had become the province's largest natural preserve 
was insignificant; the community continued treating the land and its inhabitants 
130 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
131 Donald Lang, Interview, October 1, 1996. 
132 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
66 
much the same way as it always had. 
Geographic isolation gave the settlers little choice in becoming subsistence 
farmers and natural conservationists of wildlife species. Consequently, when the 
area became designated as a park in 1937 there were few changes in the habits of the 
settlers because they had always treated the region in the same manner that visitors 
would theoretically treat the park. The settlers had long practised conservation and 
preservation of the landscape and surrounding waterways to ensure that future 
generations would enjoy- and more specifically, sustain themselves upon- the 
natural integrity of the environment. 
For example, Frank Bergen remembers the park "made no difference .... It was 
a designation on the map."133 Abstract boundaries abruptly imposed by external 
authorities brought few practical changes in the daily routines of local residents who 
had lived in the vicinity for several years and who had habitually apportioned the 
landscape in terms of resource use, wildlife populations and transportation routes. 
Subsequently, there was little alteration in the environmental perceptions of 
existing residents with respect to the establishment of the park. Accordingly, as 
future generations adopted similar attitudes and practices towards the landscape and 
wildlife species, the fact of being born in the shadow of the province's largest reserve 
meant little. Indeed, as Jim Van Tine asserts, "this whole area was park in them 
days."134 
The unique perspective of Ootsa Lake community towards the local 
environment also becomes clear when examining the manner in which the nearby 
133 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
134 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
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residents of Burns Lake came to view Tweedsmuir Park. It seems the small, 
relatively young town was eager to adopt an identity based upon its close proximity 
to the province's largest park, particularly \o\rith respect to the possibility of increased 
tourism in the region. In 1937 a subtitle began appearing under the title of the 
Bums Lake newspaper The Advance: "Burns Lake Is The Gateway To Tweedsmuir 
Park." While the newspaper itself may not have necessarily represented the views 
of its readers, in the sixty years since the park was created, much of the town's 
cultural heritage has become firmly entrenched around its identity as the gateway to 
the park. In the 1980s and '90s, this has become particularly manifest in the annual 
Tweedsmuir Days celebrations that take place in Burns Lake in July. The 
community of Bums Lake, sixty miles by road from Ootsa Lake, expressed more 
typical awareness of Tweedsmuir Park than did those who lived directly adjacent to 
the park. 
However, for a specific group within the Ootsa Lake community, the guides, 
their families and their employees, the establishment of the park did in fact bring 
some change, albeit incrementally over the decade and a half leading up to the 
flooding of Ootsa Lake. While there were only a handful of families and 
individuals continuously involved in the guiding business, the numbers were 
rarely constant as participation in the local industry increased and decreased 
sporadically over the years concurrent with demand. For the guides, the opening of 
the park brought with it publicity for the area unimaginable before 1937. For 
example, Lord and Lady Tweedsmuir, the Governor General of Canada and his wife, 
travelled extensively through the park in the summer of 1937 \o\rith the aid of 
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numerous settlers. Men, women and children constructed and operated the 
Buchan's (Lord and Lady Tweedsmuir) temporary camp on Ootsa Lake and guided 
their comprehensive travels through the 'Circle Lakes' route in the park. Enjoying 
herself immensely, Mrs. Buchan contributed a lengthy article in the April 1938 issue 
of National Geographic magazine, complete with several pictures, detailing the 
couple's visit to Tweedsmuir Park and northern British Columbia and their 
prolonged association with the local settlers. Not surprisingly, this is the one event 
many of the settlers reflect upon when asked about the changes the establishment of 
the park brought to the settlements. 
Above and beyond Tweedsmuir Park, the most fundamental association 
between settler and environment came about through the provision of basic 
necessities. Yet, while residents might have had little choice in relying so heavily 
upon their surroundings, this essential aspect of life at Ootsa Lake contributed much 
to individual, familial and communal identity. As Ann Waldron recounts, "the 
fact that you just don't go to the store and just get milk off the shelf ... you have to 
raise that cow ... [and] cut the hay to feed it, you were working for your milk."135 
Community institutions, created jointly from settlers' initiative and products of the 
surrounding environment, became enduring monuments to community spirit, 
self-reliance and a close relationship with the landscape. For example, the Wistaria 
Hall and Church, both of which continue to serve local residents, were built in the 
mid 1920s with lumber cut from the Harrison's family sawmill and by the labour of 
settlers then living in the community.136 Similarly, Birdy Madigan recalls "most 
135 Anne Waldron, Interview, October 9, 1996. 
136 Bill Harrison, Interview, October 4, 1996. 
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people just made their own" furniture.137 Many people, particularly guides, built 
their own boats for carrying tourists, for travelling from one settlement to the other 
up and down Ootsa Lake and for fishing, trapping or hunting purposes. 
Apart from subsistence agriculture, self -sustenance was based to a large 
degree on the abundance of the surrounding environment, the settlers developed 
an intimate relationship with wildlife species. Living amongst and subsisting upon 
the various wild animal populations, the residents acquired a firsthand knowledge 
of the behaviour of many animals. For example, guide Stanley Blackwell recounts 
how 
grizzlies [were] always hard to get, pretty elusive animal... hear ya or 
smell ya or something ... out of your cabin up in the hills, you'll go 
hunting and then when you come back and you'll see where the 
grizzly follows your tracks, and then he hears you, so he steps off 
and goes around you and then follows you back to your cabin again, 
you see it all the time in the snow ... Never had any trouble with 'em.138 
In addition to gaining a familiarity with specific animal behaviours, residents like 
Blackwell also came to know and depend upon the seasonal and dietary patterns of 
moose, deer and numerous fur bearing species. For instance, to be able to hunt and 
fish effectively, the settlers had no choice but to become aware of specific foods a 
given species preferred in particular seasons and locales. While more urban British 
Columbians might have simply viewed the landscape through their own 
relationship with the environment, primarily as a resource reserve, the settlers who 
137 Birdy Madigan, Interview, December 10, 1996. 
138 Stanley Blackwell, Interview, December 18, 1996. 
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lived amongst and depended upon a wide variety of animals learned to see the 
environment from the numerous perspectives of the species they hunted. 
Frank Bergen, who was primarily a farmer but hiked and fished extensively 
while growing up at Ootsa Lake in the 1940s, has come to realize the uniqueness of 
living so closely with abundant, variant wildlife. "We really took it for granted," he 
states, "they were just there."139 Indeed, the community was well aware that 
subsistence farming or hunting represented a distinct departure from the lives of 
friends and relatives in contemporary urban areas. For instance, Bergen believes 
"there's a big difference" between his own upbringing at Ootsa Lake and others who 
experienced wilderness within the parameters of a camping trip or summer holiday: 
"I think when you grow up in the wild you see nature and everything in balance, 
and you look at it totally different then if in you're in a city atmosphere . ... from kids 
to adults, its so different... you kind of feel part of it."140 Clearly, living close to 
nature was an important aspect of how the settlers perceived themselves. 
For both Bergen and Anne Waldron who grew up together in the 1940s, 
recollected events are inherently associated with the environment. For example, 
Waldron recounts how 
there was a big ravine ... and I loved that ravine ... we had a bridge 
across there .. . the Indians came ... and they used to camp there for 
a week at a time or so ... they'd come from Cheslatta ... I'd jump on my 
horse and gallop over there and play with the kids.141 
139 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
140 Ibid. 
141 Anne Waldron, Interview, October 9, 1996. 
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Bergen, in a similar manner, remembers 
the first time I drove up to Tahtsa Lake with a vehicle was with Cap 
McNeill, and that's the first time he took me up to the mountains and 
we shot a blue grouse up there and I couldn't believe how big this blue 
grouse was ... we spent the night in a cabin there. Went hunting and 
shot a moose on the way home.142 
As both reminiscences suggests, relationships between individuals, the landscape 
and wildlife become intertwined as place assumes a prominent role in the 
memories of former residents, as if the land itself were a primary character in the 
events that took place along Ootsa Lake. Indeed, as Waldron asserts, "I think that's 
why we like[d] it so much. We were closer to the land, we were closer to our 
friends ."143 
The four Ootsa Lake settlements, Wistaria, Streatham, Ootsa and Marilla, 
became ecologically sustainable and economically independent in a manner that 
defies conventional academic wisdom about northern, non-aboriginal 
communities. Geographically isolated from larger provincial society and even the 
local commercial outpost of Bums Lake, the settlements embarked down a path of 
local environmental dependence, relying upon the cultivation of domestic and wild 
crops, vvild meat, and a barter system presupposed by the conspicuous absence of 
wage labour and hard currency. The primary cash earning occupations in the 
community, farming, trapping and guiding, all depended upon the conservation of 
the environment and limited transformation of the surrounding landscape, 
142 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
143 Anne Waldron, Interview, October 9, 1996. 
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particularly when compared to northern mining or logging 'company' towns that 
precipitated the massive transformation of immediate surroundings. In this 
context, Ootsa Lake residents as a whole offer an historiographically unconventional 
impression of northern, twentieth century, British Columbia communities. 
Settler Donald Lang provides a sketch of the way of life found in the Ootsa 
Lake community. Having first arrived in Wistaria as a young boy in the early 1920s 
and left a few years later following the death of his father, he returned to the 
settlement after World War Two, having been absent from the area for over twenty 
years. To his surprise, little seemed to have changed: 
Well you wouldn't believe what happened ... the nuclear age you 
know, the jet age, Berlin and London and all the rest of that jazz ... 
I came back here ... it was just the same as I had left it in 1924. The 
people were on horses, on foot, there was only two cars ... nobody 
had any money ... growing your gardens, living on moose meat 
and spuds .... So here we were, candles and coal oil lamps, 
amazing isn't it?144 
Lang's comments reflect the way of life that persisted along the shores of Ootsa Lake 
well into the 1950s. 'Living off the land' was not simply a choice of livelihood but, 
moreover, a means of sustenance and cultural development in this far removed 
landscape. While the first settlers might have come to Ootsa Lake in search of the 
railroad or lucrative real estate, they, like their children, became attached to their 
community and remained for reasons other than simply making money. While the 
settlements were no more idealistic than their provincial contemporaries, they 
144 Donald Lang, Interview, October 1, 1996. 
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reflected the environmental and geographical imperatives of the Ootsa Lake 
landscape, continuing to be shaped by their surroundings in profound ways up to 
their displacement in the early 1950s. 
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Chapter Three 
Creating a Community: Signposts of Civilization 
Following the completion of the transcontinental Grand Trunk Pacific 
Railroad in 1914, increasingly families began settling in Ootsa Lake and throughout 
the Northern Interior of British Columbia. Almost overnight, the region became 
accessible to large non-aboriginal populations. Where before men had migrated in 
and out of Ootsa Lake depending on the season and on their occupation, 
euroCanadian wives and children began appearing on the shores of Ootsa Lake 
alongside their fathers and husbands.1 The coming of the railroad brought with it 
people and products that would not have arrived by way of traditional modes of 
transportation into the northern Interior of British Columbia. Migration to the 
region with personal possessions, cooking utensils, farming equipment and even 
livestock, became increasingly possible and subsequently more attractive to women 
and children. 
Consequently, Ootsa Lake settlers were beginning to view their homes and 
their environment from a permanent, year-round perspective, looking ahead in 
time to a place where they were cultivating the same land, living amongst the same 
people, and participating collectively in community activities. It was within this 
frame of mind that settlers found the motivation to create socio-cultural 
institutions and the will to sustain them. The effect on the development and 
evolution of Ootsa Lake was profound, as it became a II community" both in name 
and in function, sharing, at the very least, a II commonality among people, social 
1 Pat Turkki discusses in detail in Bums Lake & District: A History Formal & Informal (Burns Lake: 
Burns Lake Historical Society, 1973), p. 280. 
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interaction, and common land."2 As the settlers claimed pre-emptions, built 
houses, and established livelihoods, numerous signposts of modern society became 
fixtures on the Ootsa Lake landscape. Beyond the obvious practical benefits of post 
offices, schools and churches, these institutions became important for their role in 
directing the social, cultural and economic lifeways of the residents of Ootsa Lake. 
Rather than looking solely outwards for spiritual guidance, commercial necessities, 
education and recreation, the residents of Ootsa Lake began to look inwards to the 
institutions and individuals of their own community. 
Moreover, the growth and continuity of socio-cultural institutions at Ootsa 
Lake reflects the permanence and long-range viability of this northern community. 
Accounts of multi-generational, non-native community life in the North have 
rarely been explored or acknowledged by scholars, as they have often portrayed 
northern communities as ephemeral in nature. For instance, Veronica Strong-
Boag writes, 
Over the course of the twentieth century many British Columbians have 
sought better times and places in single-industry company towns with 
predominantly male labour forces. Many such settlements were short-
lived, rapidly becoming the ghost towns that have been so common a 
feature of the province's landscape.3 
Accordingly, community life in Ootsa Lake raises the possibility that northern non-
2 Robert Rutherdale, "Approaches To Community Formation And The Family In The Provincial North: 
Prince George and British Columbia's Central Interior," BC Studies 104, (Winter 1994-95), p. 112. 
These are three fundamental elements of community definition Rutherdale has taken from Linda 
Stoneall's Country Life, City Life: Five Theories of Community (New York: Praeger, 1983). 
3 Veronica Strong-Boag, "Society in the Twentieth Century," The Pacific Province: A History of British 
Columbia, ed. Hugh J. M. Johnston (Vancouver: Douglas & Mcintyre, 1996), p. 283. 
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aboriginals have become attached to their surrounding environments, have created 
rich social and culturallifeways, and have adopted long-term perspectives in the 
North in the twentieth century. 
As the Ootsa Lake setters came to view their community with a sense of 
permanence, post offices appeared on the landscape, becoming the first recognisable 
signposts of an established, permanent, Canadian place. As Cole Harris asserts, the 
post office was II a crucial commercial and personal link with the outside world, 
[becoming] part of any new, fairly permanent settlement." 4 Above and beyond 
providing mail services to the populations that enveloped them, the post offices 
provided a prominent, accessible, and utilitarian social setting in a community that 
enjoyed few such places. Here, the residents of Wistaria, Streatham, Ootsa and 
Marilla greeted one another with the expectations of catching up on local news and 
upcoming events. Although many families and individuals lived several miles 
from their friends and neighbours, 11 they always came for their mail," recalls Bud 
Bennett, whose parents operated the Ootsa post-office from the 1920s through to the 
1950s: 
that was the one thing that brought everybody out, was that letter box. 
Didn't matter what, they always had a, some kind of a paper coming 
from someplace. And that was where they, everybody came and 
visited ... the post office and the general store... People would come 
and they'd have coffee, you know, and sit and talk for a while.s 
4 Cole Harris, The Resettlement of British Columbia: Essays on Colonialism and Geographical Change 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 1997), p. 175. 
5 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
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Relationships between individuals and families were forged and maintained at 
these community institutions, where residents enjoyed the company of individuals 
outside of their own family, all without leaving the immediate community. While 
the post office represented "a high degree of access to the outside world," writes Cole 
Harris, it also reflected "local limitations on personal mobility and mail deliveries .... 
[the] regular visit to the post office became part of everyday life."6 In this social 
milieu that assembled on the one or two days in the week that mail came in, people 
found comfort in learning that others faced similar hardships, confronted with like 
challenges in sustaining a livelihood in a geographically isolated, often climatically 
extreme, environment. 
By 1920 the Ootsa Lake settlements had come to benefit from two post offices, 
by the late 1930s there were four, as the district grew in population and scattered 
itself over a long, narrow geography spread east and west along the north shore of 
the lake. Residents were scattered about the countryside, living on plots of land 
chosen more for their physical attributes rather than for characteristics that 
determined a site's worth in a more urban setting, such as close proximity to a 
central population core, a commercial sector or a main transportation route (i.e. the 
railroad). These early settlers chose land that best suited their particular livelihoods, 
whether it be tracts free of timber (either natural or previously cleared); lands 
containing a reliable water source; flat prairie-like fields; or rich soil deposits. 
Often, the preference for all of these features placed the first pre-emptions, buildings, 
farms and gardens along the northern shore of Ootsa Lake, where much of the land 
6 Harris, The Resettlement of British Columbia, p. 175. 
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was flat, fertile, free of large stands of evergreens, and enjoyed an abundant, 
seemingly exhaustible, clean water source. Subsequently, the first post offices also 
appeared in buildings on the plain that stretched from east to west on the north side 
of the lake. 
In time, however, as the most desirable lands were taken up and the 
settlements spread north, the post offices became less and less centrally located. Had 
they been accompanied by a core of businesses or services, perhaps pre-emptions 
might have been established more intensely in the area encircling these mail 
outlets. Consequently, the pattern of settlement took on a rural character, as 
opposed to one of a more commercial nature. Nevertheless, lacking a conventional 
main street or downtown hub, the post offices became the centres of their respective 
settlements in the socio-cultural sense, regardless of their geographical proximity to 
the populations they serviced. 
The first post office of the district appeared in 1910 at the Ootsa settlement, 
operated out of Harry Morgan's residence.? Having arrived three years earlier to 
stake the first homestead in the area, this Irish immigrant became the first 
permanent non-native resident in Ootsa Lake. During trips out to the coast for 
supplies, Morgan took on the responsibility of gathering correspondence that 
reached Bella Coola and delivered the mail back in Ootsa Lake.s Eventually, in the 
mid 1920s, the Ootsa post office moved to its second location in the Ootsa 
settlement's Bennett Hotel, where proprietor Harold Bennett remained postmaster 
7 Jean Clark Giesbrecht, Herita&e Lost: A People's History of the Ootsa Lake Region 1905-1955 (Likely, 
B.C.: Quesnel Lake Publishing, 1994), p. 77; Turkki, Burns Lake & District, p. 274. 
8 Giesbrecht, p. 77; Turkki p. 274. 
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for a quarter of a century.9 The hotel housed the Bennett family for decades, and 
served as a kind of social hub of the Ootsa settlement in its triple capacity as post 
office, accommodation quarters and restaurant. Hunting and fishing tourists, as 
well as the odd teacher, boarded at the hotel from time to time. 
The second post office of the district appeared in 1916 at Wistaria, also 
operated from a residence, that of the Nelson family.1o Wistaria was named by 
Minnie Harrison, as the settlement reminded her of "picturesque" vines that grew 
in the old country.ll Once well beyond the north shore of the lake, the building 
stands today just a few hundred yards from the reservoir, one of the last structural 
remnants of the original community. Bob Nelson, also an Irish immigrant, served 
as local postmaster for almost four decades, until he was similarly forced to move 
out in 1952 by Alcan in its preparations for the Kemano project.12 A third and 
fourth post office were established at Streatham and Marilla respectively, the latter 
in 1937 at the eastern end of Ootsa Lake where the smallest proportion of the 
community resided.13 The Streatham settlement was named by the Hinton family 
for a community they had known in England. George Henson named the Marilla 
settlement after a post office he had known in Montana prior to immigrating to 
Ootsa Lake.14 
Post offices along Ootsa Lake served the personal, economic, and social needs 
of the community all while filling its vital role as the primary link to 'the outside.' 
9 Giesbrecht, Heritage Lost, p. 77. 
1 0 Turkki, Burns Lake & District, p. 283. 
11 Ibid. (Note: the vines are spelled 'Wisteria') 
12 Giesbrecht, p. 77. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid . 
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Post offices also brought the residents of Ootsa Lake together on a consistent basis. 
Bud Bennett recalls that "if somebody didn't show up for their mail for awhile ... 
they'd worry about him."1s Attendance at the post office assumed primary 
significance in maintaining relationships between people as well as representing a 
larger, communal permanence. By 1920, early settlers like Jim Morgan no longer 
trekked out to Bella Coola on a regular basis in search of interaction with other 
people and places, but found it within their own community, often at the local post 
office. 
Schools were the second set of recognisable signposts to appear among the 
Ootsa Lake settlements. As C.A. Dawson and E.R. Younge observe, early twentieth 
century state schools were a vital component of a rural 'community': 
[The public school] signifies the presence of children, family life, and the 
development of stable settlement in new areas .... The fact that it is 
supported by funds from local taxes as well as from provincial grants 
makes for greater stability than is commonly found among voluntary 
institutions. Moreover, the role of the school as a social centre, 
especially in rural areas, and the interest which is shown in its work by 
various organized groups, makes the school one of the basic institutions 
of a prairie community.16 
The Ootsa settlement established the first school and administrative district of the 
region in 1916, followed by Wistaria and Streatham in 1921 and 1923 respectively.17 
15 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
16 C.A. Dawson and E.R. Younge, Pioneering in the Prairie Provinces: The Social Side of the Settlement 
Process, Canadian Frontiers of Settlement, Vol. 8 (Toronto, 1940), p. 159. 
17 Patrick A. Dunae, The School Record: A Guide to Government Archives Relating to Public Education 
in British Columbia 1852-1946 (Victoria: Province of B.C. Archives and Records Service 1992), p. 109-
124. 
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Prior to the building of the latter two schools, those children in the community who 
attended school did so at the Ootsa settlement. Preceding the dramatic 
implementation of the Cameron report recommendations in 1946, in which districts 
were subsequently consolidated, it was not uncommon for each school to have its 
own accompanying school district in rural areas.18 Nevertheless, the steps that a 
small community in British Columbia had to take to establish a government 
acknowledged, regulated, and funded school, were considerable obstacles in 
themselves. The fact that three separate school districts were operating by 1923 
reflects the importance and commitment this small population, so far removed 
from the cultural amenities and expectations of larger, more cosmopolitan centres, 
placed on their children's education. 
From 1901 to 1933 all schools with an enrolment of under 20 pupils were 
categorised as "assisted schools," subsequently receiving "minimal government 
support" from the province.19 Funds allocated to such schools were often limited to 
teacher's salaries, as was the case with the first several years of classes for Ootsa, 
Wistaria and Streatham schools. It was the responsibility of local residents to 
provide the capital, materials, and labour necessary for the construction and 
maintenance of each of the three schoolhouses, as well as the supplies needed to 
conduct classes throughout the entire school year.2o 
Despite a "decided increase" in population in the rural districts along the 
railway corridor west of Prince George, school inspector A.R. Lord summarized the 
inherent difficulties faced by sparsely populated districts with minimal local and 
18Jbid., p. 104. 
19Jbid. 
20 Ibid., p. 31. 
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provincial funds in 1916: 
The settlers, in most instances, are in the early stages of pioneer life, 
and any financial expenditure, aside from that required for the most 
literal necessities, is impossible. It follows that in many cases the 
school-house consists of four log walls and a roof, poorly lighted, poorly 
ventilated, and almost uninhabitable in winter ... equipment reduced to 
the barest minimum.21 
Accordingly, in 1916 the Ootsa settlement's first school was funded almost wholly by 
the Department of Education. Government expenditure covered the entire $450 
teacher's salary for the months that the school was operating, while the school 
district contributed $40.22 In its second year the provincial government provided for 
the $790 teacher's salary, the increase owing to the full implementation of a school 
year. The school district's contribution increased to $92.13, under 10 percent of total 
school expenditure for the year.23 This was a pattern that held for several years, 
perhaps testifying to the limited funds found in the community in its early years. 
However, while the community provided a small portion of the funds necessary for 
running of the school, it was the responsibility of residents to build the schoolhouse, 
which was erected all with local labour and materials - no small task for a 
community with minimal means of transportation and construction. And while 
the province bore the brunt of capital costs once the building was erected, it was up 
to the local residents of Ootsa Lake to administer the school district, provide all 
supplies for the conducting of classes, and maintain the actual buildings. 
21 Annual Report of Public Schools 1915-1916, p. A41. 
22 Ibid., p. Acxcviii . 
23 Annual Report 1916-1917, p. Ace. 
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In only its second year of operation, the fledgling school at the Ootsa 
settlement had nine students and so was closed for the following year.24 While 
"Interior settlers are arriving in larger numbers than at any previous time," Lord 
commented, "the problems of the older and more populous districts of the Province 
are not the problems of these pioneer communities, where maintaining the very 
existence of a school is the primary consideration."25 If the government decided 
that a given district did not serve enough students, the all important funding of a 
teacher's salary could be removed. In 1917 Lord observed 
the most serious problem from an educational standpoint in Northern 
British Columbia is the question of single families and small communities 
in isolated localities. Many cases exist where one or two families with a 
few children have settled on land miles from the nearest neighbor ... Their 
parents are quite unable for financial reasons to send them outside to be 
educated, and in the majority of instances it will be years before ten 
children- the minimum requirement for an assisted school- are in 
residence.26 
Extreme winter temperatures, a shortage of labour within the family, and long 
distances between households and schoolhouses, all posed threats to the continued 
existence of the Ootsa Lake schools. 
In the Ootsa Settlement School's first (half) year in 1916, an average of only 7.3 
students attended class on a daily basis, despite an enrolment of twelve pupils, six 
boys and six girls.27 This low attendance record can be attributed partially to 
24 Ibid., p. Dlxx, Alxxxv. 
25 Annual Report 1917-1918, p. 038-39. 
26 Annual Report 1916-1917, p. A43. 
27 Annual Report 1915-1916, p. Alxxxiv. 
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students forgoing the trip to school, possibly several miles long in 20 to 40 degrees 
below freezing temperatures. Climatic conditions as well as limited educational 
infrastructure, in terms of transportation and heating, also proved to be obstacles in 
educating the children at Ootsa Lake from the first school years through to the 1950s. 
Despite these formidable obstacles, increased settlement the following year 
allowed the Ootsa Lake school district to reopen its school in 1918.28 In 1919, as a 
result of considerable effort, organisation and time, the settlers built the larger, well-
structured and more comfortable Alexander Manson school at the Ootsa settlement, 
which would serve the community for 33 years until its grounds were flooded by 
the rising waters of the Ootsa Lake in 1952. Alexander Manson succeeded in 
maintaining, officially, at least ten students but never more than fifteen, until 1945, 
when the numbers increased marginally for a few years prior to the dissolution of 
the community. Similarly, the Wistaria school maintained enough enrolment to 
remain open but never grew to any considerable size, exceeding twenty students 
only once (twenty-one in 1941-1942)29 before its demise in 1952. 
Student enrolment of the Ootsa Lake schools over a period of thirty years 
illustrates the slow but continuous growth of the community as a whole and its 
relative stability. None of the former residents interviewed remember any large 
fluctuations in population or any large exodus prior to the flooding of the area. As 
Frank Bergen recollects, "It was a very, very stable community."30 In contrast, 
28 Annual Report 1917-1918. 
29 Annual Report 1941-1942, p. B2226. 
30 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
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Donald Wilson asserts 
settlements were often dependent on the prosperity of the local industry. 
Miss Margaret Albion wrote that 'Boundary Falls used to be a fair-sized 
town with a smelter. Now there are many old, deserted buildings, a post 
office and a flag station. A few remaining families have ranches; some of 
them find it quite a struggle to make a living.' Several villages were 
temporary as families moved out in search of better prospects when the 
timber became exhausted, mines stripped, or soil was rendered 
unproductive.31 
Although the Streatham school closed its doors for good in 193832 after three 
consecutive years with an enrolment below ten students,33 the Alexander Manson 
and Wistaria schools both enjoyed high enrolment for five years following the 
Streatham closure and, as stated above, remained open until community 
disintegration in 1952. 
The success of the schools in the Ootsa Lake settlements - the mere fact of 
remaining open over so many years- reflects both an internal and external record of 
achievement for this northern community and its residents. Through building and 
sustaining the schools, administering the school districts and maintaining an 
adequate level of attendance, all as a result of considerable time and energy, the 
Ootsa Lake settlers were able to give their children a public education that they 
would otherwise have gone without in an isolated region. In this sense the 
collective achievement was very much an internal reflection of community spirit 
31 J. Donald Wilson, ''The Visions of Ordinary Participants: Teacher's Views of Rural Schooling in 
British Columbia in the 1920s," A History of British Columbia: Selected Readings, ed. Patricia E. Roy 
(Toronto: Copp Clark Pitman, 1989), p. 248. 
32Annual Report 1938-1939, p. H202. 
33 Annual Report 1935-36, p. H223; 1936-37, p. 1193; 1937-38, p. J193. 
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and commitment. Secondly, by ensuring that the community could offer 
prospective settlers and their families a local education system, the success of the 
various Ootsa Lake schools was very much an external reflection that this was a 
stable, viable community. 
The permanence of the settlements over several decades and the dependence 
of schools upon local initiative marks a critical departure from community 
development that occurred in resource-based or company towns elsewhere in 
northern British Columbia. Donald Wilson observes 
at Premier, for example, a gold and silver mine near the Portland Canal 
in northern B.C., the mining company, Premier Mines, provided a 
first-rate school building with steam heat and janitor service. The school 
library consisted of 120 books. Sports and entertainment such as basketball 
and "picture shows" were also available. In a district with B.C.'s greatest 
snowfall such facilities were clearly much appreciated. At the other end of 
the province in Corbin in the Crowsnest Pass, Corbin Colliery built a large 
well-furnished school to which it showed "every attention."34 
Another example of a company town blessed with corporate funding is Kitimat. 
Formerly a coastal native village before becoming a city of thousands, Kitimat was 
provided with company schools almost simultaneously as substantial numbers of 
workers and their families moved in to construct and operate Alcan' s aluminum 
smelter. Fortunately for these migrant workers, the pressures of adjusting to new 
surroundings - often an entirely new country - were not compounded by having to 
build their own community facilities such as schools, post offices, and recreational 
34 Wilson, "The Visions of Ordinary Participants," p. 247. 
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buildings. 
In Ootsa Lake, the settlers could not count on any corporate funding when 
they built Wistaria Hall in 1925. Constructed by local labour and with surrounding 
timber, the hall arguably became the primary cultural institution of the entire Ootsa 
Lake community. Just as the post offices formed a socioeconomic nucleus for each 
of the four settlements, Wistaria Hall filled a sizable entertainment vacuum in this 
isolated locale and became the community's recreational hub. While the immediate 
Wistaria settlement organized the bulk of the various events that took place at the 
hall, on most occasions residents of Streatham, Ootsa and Marilla also participated 
in an opportunity to congregate as one large, albeit dispersed, community. In this 
capacity the hall provided an arena for an array of events, ranging from Christmas 
concerts sponsored by either one or several schools, plays performed by local 
residents, to various dances and summer picnics. The scope of the hall's multi-
faceted utility was matched by its significance as a cultural institution throughout 
the settlements along Ootsa Lake. 
Lacking other recreational programs and facilities that larger, more urban 
schools enjoyed, teachers and school children understandably channelled much of 
their creative energies towards seasonal productions. They were also motivated to 
create plays and concerts for the purpose of contributing to the entertainment of the 
community as a whole. As former Wistaria school teacher Peggy Shelford recounts, 
when she was teaching school in the 1940s "everybody came."35 In this respect 
Christmas concerts provided essential entertainment and recreation, rekindled 
35 Peggy Shelford, Interview, December 20, 1996. 
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friendships and fostered community spirit, as well as providing a public forum for 
teachers and students to illustrate artistic and educational progress. 
In some instances the Christmas concert also served as a fundraiser. On one 
occasion in particular, the Wistaria concert raised money for student's Christmas 
gifts. "We put on a dance to raise enough money for each child," recalls Shelford, 
"I made a list and gave it to the school board and they got together and ordered all 
the presents ... it was a dollar fifty for .. . the older children and a dollar for the 
younger ones ... they picked out what they wanted from the catalogue."36 In addition 
to depicting a community with limited financial resources, Shelford's comments 
reveal how the community as a whole attended and supported these Christmas 
productions, filling children's wish lists while coming together in a distinct social 
atmosphere. As well, Shelford illustrates how, particularly in the winter when 
events could be restricted by inhospitable weather and the absence of regular snow 
plowing until relatively late in the community's lifespan (late 1940s and early 1950s), 
residents took the opportunity to attend whatever staged entertainment was 
produced in the area. 
Dances, celebrating a variety of customs, from weddings and anniversaries to 
birthdays and holidays, took place at the Wistaria Hall. Jim Van Tine, one of the 
few original residents that still lives on the shores of Ootsa Lake, asserts there were 
always spring, fall and Christmas family dances, regardless of the particular 
circumstances.37 As many residents endured lengthy trips on horse, wagon or cutter 
(a horse drawn winter sleigh) over variable road conditions in unpredictable 
37 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
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weather, dances usually lasted through the night. For example, the families who 
lived in the direct vicinity of the Ootsa settlement travelled ten miles to reach the 
Wistaria Hall.38 Many residents living east of the Ootsa settlement or west of 
Wistaria travelled considerably longer distances. But, as Pat Turkki observes, "the 
winter weather was no deterrent. Piling their sleds with hay and hot rocks to keep 
warm [the settlers] went to listen to the music of fiddle and accordion, to dance the 
waltz, polka and two-step until the small hours of the morning."39 Frank Bergen 
recalls "at midnight they'd quit playing and the lunches would come out... after a 
while again then away they'd go again. The kids, they'd put 'em to sleep up on the 
stage ... it was the hub of the community." 40 After a midnight dinner, dancing, 
playing cards or other activities would continue until morning when a breakfast 
was served before residents departed for home in daylight hours. The risks inherent 
for a family travelling through the night on a cutter in freezing temperatures and 
over long distances made all-night dances an established, practical convention in 
Ootsa Lake. As a result, residents spent countless hours together, fostering 
community identity and forging friendships which would prove invaluable in 
times of need. The willingness to travel for so long in often extreme conditions 
underscores how important these community events were for the settlers and their 
families. 
Plays performed at the Wistaria Hall also played a pivotal role in the cultural 
development of the four settlements. While most of the plays were recognisable 
pieces written by outsiders, most other aspects of these productions were created and 
38 Anne Waldron, Interview, October 9, 1996. 
39 Turkki, Burns Lake & District, p. 294. 
40 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
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performed by local residents. Locals created the costumes and sets, acted, directed 
and performed the music if necessary. Peggy Shelford, director of numerous 
productions in the forties, remembers they "put on comedies always because ... 
especially in the backwoods ... in the more isolated places life can get very very stark 
and very very real you see and so you want something for relief and so they would 
come a long way to hear our plays."41 Here, as on other occasions, plays provided 
for a significant opportunity to come together as a community and be entertained in 
a locale where there were few commercial alternatives. "If you're going to have an 
evening," notes Peggy Shelford, "you've got to have two of them or three [acts]." 42 
If a play, concert or dance was to be put on and people to travel considerable 
distances, it had to be worthwhile. 
Apart from these activities, there were many others that took place at the 
Wistaria Hall and different places among the four settlements. In the Ootsa 
settlement for example, the Ragsdale family lived in a large boathouse on the lake 
whose relatively large, open living space above the construction area acted often as a 
dance floor for immediate residents; hockey games and sewing bees were other 
favoured winter pastimes.43 The July 1st picnic at the hall, which can be dated back 
to the 1920s, today remains a local institution, attended by the handful of original 
residents who were not flooded out and those who moved to higher ground, and 
newcomers who have since moved in after the flood. Anne Waldron recalls, 
growing up in the 1930s and '40s, that "everybody went" to the picnic, "especially 
41 Peggy Shelford, Interview, December 20, 1996. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
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people that were just farming, that wouldn't get out as much." 44 Regardless of the 
specific place or season, such events assumed pivotal cultural significance in this 
commercially limited, isolated, rural community. 
The continuity of practised religion within the Ootsa Lake settlements is 
another indicator that the community was permanent and could offer its residents 
the very basics of civilised society. While the provision of religious services in the 
settlements up to mid century were carried out largely by ministers travelling into 
the community from the outside,45 services were nonetheless administered locally, 
reflecting a certain will and desire on the part of the settlers to have their own 
official religios ceremonies just as any other community would. Despite the 
addition of a church in Wistaria in 1924, services continued to be held as they had 
been for several years prior, when Anglican and Presbyterian ministers made the 
trip in from Burns Lake.46 Because these men had their own parishes in Burns 
Lake, in the 1920s, '30s and '40s services were "not every Sunday, because the 
minister only came around about once a month or so," recalls Alma Addison.47 
Nevertheless, as Birdy Madigan asserts, nearly "everybody went" to church in Ootsa 
Lake.48 There was a concerted effort to maintain and attend services, however 
sporadic the services might be, reflecting a certain cultural continuity with the 
outside world and the settlers' European and American cultural backgrounds. 
Yet, as many former residents attest, it seems the importance of the church lay 
not solely in its theological imperative, but, like other transplanted, euroCanadian 
44 Anne Waldron, Interview, October 9, 1996. 
45 Pat Turkki, Bums Lake & District, p. 289. 
46 Ibid., p. 294. 
47 Alma Addison, Interview, September 19, 1996. 
48 Birdy Madigan, Interview, December 10, 1996. 
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institutions at Ootsa Lake, largely in its role as an agent of social interchange and 
recreation. Fred Spicer, an Englishman who settled in Wistaria in 1927 where he 
still lives, recounts that "the church was more important than it is today. The 
church in those days was just like going to a picnic .... Everybody got together and 
talked to each other." 49 According to Fred, the issue of denomination was relatively 
indiscernible; while the church at Wistaria was officially United, it could be used by 
anyone, from any religion and for a variety of purposes.50 Moreover, since the 
church was located ten miles from the Ootsa settlement through which one had to 
pass to reach the other settlements, services were often held at people's houses. 
Ministers sometimes stayed in the area for several days, conducting services at 
various residences during a single visit to the community. And although the 
"priest came out maybe once a month," recalls Jim Van Tine, residents were 
generally "busy trapping or hauling hay or something" and did not seem to mind 
the absence of weekly religious services.51 While at home, residents did, however, 
attend services when they were held, affirming their desire to congregate socially 
and maintain their religious and spiritual commitments when the opportunity 
arose. 
Th~re were other recognisable signposts of euroCanadian community life at 
Ootsa Lake. The McNeills operated a 'greasy spoon', a restaurant, in the 1920s, 1930s 
and 1940s, principally for their guiding customers but open to the public. The 
Schreibers, who ran the mail service for nearly three decades up to mid century, 
operated a general store stocking staples such as beans, flour, rice and sugar, along 
49 Fred Spicer, Interview, December 11, 1996. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
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with an assortment of canned goods. Several other general stores surfaced in the 
1930s and 1940s among the settlements prior to community disintegration in the 
1950s.52 Living in one of the largest buildings in the area, the Bennett family 
opened Bennett's Hotel at the Ootsa settlement in 1919, charging fifty cents for a bed 
and a dollar for a meal.53 In 1931 the community pooled its resources, built facilities 
and held a substantial rodeo and barbecue that was attended by people from towns 
and rural areas throughout the Northern Interior of British Columbia. In an 
unpublished biography, the Schreiber family recounts how "people all up and down 
the Lake help[ed] to build the race track, chutes, and a big tent dance hall with a floor 
in it and a refreshment stand." The Schreiber family provided food "for anywhere 
from 10 to 15 men" for more than two weeks while locals built the rodeo facilities. 
Ultimately, "the Barbecue was a great success with people coming from as far as 
Smithers and Vanderhoof."54 As far back as the 1920s a local Farmer's Institute 
enjoyed participation from the various settlements, acting as a political vehicle for 
lobbying Victoria for better roads and for addressing grievances as they arose, 
offering yet another reason to congregate socially while maintaining a political 
connection with the rest of British Columbia. And finally, Ootsa Lake and Wistaria 
put together numerous baseball teams over the years, buoyed by periodic victories 
over larger places like Bums Lake, illustrating that their own community spirit, 
however removed or isolated from the 'hustle and bustle' of contemporary society, 
was alive and well. 
52 Pat Turkki documents the various small general stores that operated at Ootsa Lake in "The Ootsa 
Settlements" chapter in Bums Lake & District, pp. 267-306. 
53 Giesbrecht, Heritage Lost, p. 15. 
54The Norman Schreiber Family Story, unpublished. 
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From the settlers' perspective, the existence of post offices, schools, the 
Wistaria Hall, the church, general stores and other cultural amenities testified to the 
fact that Ootsa Lake constituted a contemporary, euroCanadian community. While 
Ootsa Lake might not have enjoyed the 'high culture', transportation infrastructure 
and economic sophistication of larger, less isolated communities, in time the settlers 
and their descendants came to enjoy many of the social essentials of life, however 
limited, within the boundaries of their own community and the vicinities of their 
own homes. Above and beyond simple necessities, the settlers cultivated recreation, 
entertainment and companionship within the cultural geography of the four 
settlements. Moreover, the settlements established and maintained these 
institutions largely on the strength of their residents' personal and familial 
contributions, unlike the conventional northern 'company town' where corporate 
or government subsidisation traditionally played the dominant role in the life of 
the community. Put simply, these people would not have channelled so much time 
and effort into creating sustainable cultural institutions if they were unprepared to 
stay for the long-term. Consequently, as the setters assumed the responsibility of 
maintaining the cultural standards of the contemporary society, they 
simultaneously developed a sense of permanence with regards to the community 
they were building and the landscape from which it grew. 
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Chapter Four 
The Kemano Project and the Demise of a Northern Community 
At mid-century the Ootsa Lake settlers were living in much the same way as 
they had for decades. Primarily subsistence farmers and hunters, many settlers 
raised cattle, trapped in the winter, prospected in the Summer and Fall, and either 
guided or worked for local guides to augment their income. Despite the gradual 
improvement of roads out to and around Ootsa Lake after World War Two, the 
settlements remained relatively isolated, as residents survived as best they could in 
their surrounding environment. Then suddenly, as the 1940s came to a close, the 
lives of the settlers and the community as a whole were thrust into an uncertain 
future. The Alcan corporation, along with the government of British Columbia, 
announced the Ootsa Lake settlers would have to make way for the creation of the 
Nechako Reservoir, a vital component of the Kemano Project. Alcan would be left 
to their own devices in negotiating compensation for the Ootsa Lake settlers. In 
time, the settlers grudgingly accepted their fate, having little power in opposing a 
multinational corporation that enjoyed the full backing of the provincial 
government. While the Ootsa Lake community evolved largely upon the setters' 
adaption to a specific environment, making up a kind of rural, cultural-ecological 
enclave in the provincial North, now the community would disintegrate as a direct 
result of forces far beyond its control. If the history of the Ootsa Lake settlements up 
to mid-century serves as a new academic interpretation of northern, non-aboriginal 
communities in British Columbia, after 1950 its sudden demise fits the 
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conventional pattern of southern colonization of the North, its peoples and its 
environments. 
In the United States there is a vast array of studies on the proliferating water 
reservoir and hydroelectric projects of the twentieth century, particularly those that 
have taken place in the West. Such works include Philip L. Fradkin's A River No 
More: The Colorado River and the West, Marc Reisner's Cadillac Desert: The 
American West and Its Disappearing Water, and Donald Worster's Rivers of 
Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West.l Reisner, in 
particular, documents the forced removal of several multi-ethnic communities. 
While there is a comprehensive literature on communities displaced by hydro 
projects across Canada, much of it concerns itself with aboriginal communities. 
James B. Waldram's As Long as the Rivers Run: Hydroelectric Development and 
Native Communities in Western Canada, serves as a typical example. "It is the 
southern-based industries and consumers who have reaped the benefits of the 
development of relatively inexpensive power," writes Waldram, "and it is the 
northern residents ... mostly Native people, who have suffered to attain it, since the 
truly massive hydro projects in Canada are located in the northern regions on the 
major river systems, and not in the south or near cities."2 In the manner that many 
authors have marginalised multi-generational, northern, non-native settlement in 
British Columbia (see Chapter One), Waldram seems indifferent to the plight of 
1 Philip L. Fradkin, A River No More: The Colorado River and the West (fucson: The University of 
Arizona Press, 1984); Marc Reisner, Cadillac Desert: The American West and Its Disappearing Water 
(Vancouver: Douglas & Mcintyre, 1986); Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the 
Growth of the American West (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985). 
2 James B. Waldram, As Long as the Rivers Run: Hydroelectric Development and Native Communities 
in Western Canada, (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 1988), p. 8. 
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substantial non-aboriginal communities across northern Canada that have 
"suffered" in significant ways for the development of the nation's hydroelectric 
power. 
For instance, in referring to the "ironies" of hydro development, Waldram 
raises "the fact that Native communities located near, or otherwise affected by, 
hydro dams do not obtain free power as a matter of policy." He adds, "it is brutally 
ironic that the very construction of the hydro dams has been a primary contributor 
to the poverty of these people through the destruction of local resources and 
economic opportunities."3 But Waldram could very easily be describing the non-
aboriginal Ootsa Lake settlements in the aftermath of the Kemano Project. Many 
former residents of Ootsa Lake, whose farms, traplines and guiding territories lie at 
the bottom of the Nechako Reservoir, would argue that the construction of the 
Kenney Dam in 1952 led to the "destruction of local resources and economic 
opportunities." Furthermore, nothing could be more ironic than the fact that the 
area surrounding Ootsa Lake did not attain access to electricity until the 1970s. 
In contrast, J.W. Wilson's People in the Way documents the displacement 
and resettlement of various non-aboriginal communities in the Kootenays' Arrow 
Lakes region by the BC Hydro Columbia River Project of the 1960s. While there are 
many similarities between the displacement of the Ootsa Lake settlers in the 1950s 
and those in the Arrow Lakes a decade later, there are many differences between the 
manner in which the two were treated by the respective project authorities. 
Although both shared the unenviable experience of having little choice but to 
.. 
3 Ibid. 
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abandon homes and livelihood for the 'greater good', and subsequently held 
considerable discontent over their removal, it seems the people living along the 
Arrow Lakes received considerable assistance in reestablishing themselves, 
particularly in the immediate region. For example, Wilson documents how BC 
Hydro reestablished the three communities of Burton, Edgewood and Fauquier 
above new water levels complete with "modern water systems .... power and 
telephone services .... [and] each community has an elementary school, a community 
hall, at least one church, and a park." 4 BC Hydro also logged entirely the 300 miles 
of reservoir perimeter to be flooded around the Arrow Lakes, in the process 
providing well paying jobs for locals who were directly affected by the projects 
These two distinctions seem to reflect a general disparity between the manner 
in which Alcan removed the Ootsa Lake settlers and BC Hydro removed the 
residents of the Arrow Lakes. Apart from the obvious distinction between the two 
corporate entities as crown and private companies, it seems plausible the difference 
in expropriation policies could be a result of the different time periods (the early 
1950s compared to the mid-late 1960s). Yet the disparity might also be explained in 
the geographic nature of the two projects, one being extremely isolated in the North 
and the other in the South. For example, BC Hydro also created the Peace River 
Power Project in northeastern British Columbia in the 1960s - in the same period as 
the Arrow Lakes project - and appears to have treated the non-aboriginal settlers 
displaced by that project in much the same way Alcan removed the Ootsa Lake 
settlers. 
4 J.W. Wilson, People in the Way: The Human Aspects of the Columbia River Project (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1973), p. 78. 
5 Ibid., p. 99. 
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In This Was Our Valley, Earl K. Pollon and Shirlee Smith Matheson 
document the displacement of both native and non-native peoples by the creation 
of the Williston Lake Reservoir as part of the Peace River Power Project in the 1960s. 
The parallels with the Ootsa Lake settlers come into view most sharply when 
examining the treatment of the rural settlers flooded out of the Peace River valley. 
The authors cite about a dozen non-native families and individuals that were 
flooded out by the project.6 These setters were virtually harassed by BC Hydro into 
agreeing to certain prices for their homes and ranches, unless they resorted to 
extreme measures such as taking BC Hydro to court to attain more compensation 
from the crown corporation. Most of the timbered perimeter around the Williston 
Lake Reservoir was not logged. No new communities, schools or hospitals were 
built to accommodate the resettlement of the Peace River settlers. Similar to Ootsa 
Lake, market value seemed irrelevant for the residents in the Peace River Valley 
because the real estate market did not reflect what the various farms, guiding 
territories and traplines were worth to the settlers. And market prices for the land 
alone did not reflect the years of improvements and infrastructure that had been 
been built on the farms. As such, it appears BC Hydro followed in the footsteps of 
Alcan a decade before in removing relatively small numbers of settlers from their 
northern landscapes. While this may reflect a particular approach by BC Hydro and 
Alcan with respect to removing relatively small populations, perhaps it also reflects 
a specific approach taken towards northern communities far from the sight of 
southern British Columbians in the 1950s and 1960s. 
6 Earl K. Pollon and Shirlee Smith Matheson, This Was Our Valley (Calgary: Detselig Enterprises, 
1989), p. 214. 
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With respect to the Kemano Project, the government of British Columbia was 
acutely aware of the hydro development potential of the Ootsa, Eutsuk and Tahtsa 
Lakes water system as early as the 1920s. For the same reasons the Ootsa Lake guides 
were drawn to what they called the 'Circle Lakes' chain, the government and later 
Alcan became interested in the region: several large, interconnected bodies of water 
surrounded by the inner reaches of the coastal mountains, principally untouched 
and far removed from any substantial population centres. Most importantly, Tahtsa 
Lake, the western extremity of the chain, is buttressed up against the coast 
mountains, lying only ten miles from coastal waters yet hundreds of feet above sea 
level. It was this natural characteristic that would enable Alcan to produce 
extremely inexpensive hydroelectricity in the massive amounts required for the 
production of aluminum. 
Various government surveyors, engineers and water branch personnel 
appeared sporadically in the community throughout the 1930s and 1940s,7 
particularly in the summer months, recording water levels and conducting surveys. 
"Even as a child," recalls Alma Addison, "I can remember them measuring the 
water .... So it was in the planning stage for years and years before we [knew] what it 
was all about."s Similarly, Jim Van Tine's older brother Frank worked "three 
summers in a row for the government survey up in the mountains ... but then the 
war started and they put a lid on it until after the war was over. That was for this 
flooding."9 Born in 1922 and 1925 respectively, Addison and Van Tine's 
recollections reflect the long-standing prospect of hydro development that 
7 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
8 Alma Addison, Interview, September 16, 1996. 
9 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
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permeated the Ootsa Lake settlements. Yet, from the perspective of the settlers, the 
probability of a large-scale mega-project that could one day force them from their 
homes and their livelihoods seemed remote at best, if at all possible. As Van Tine 
remembers, during the Second World War "we used to take [out] a lot of fly 
fishermen ... we were anchored below two sets of rapids ... and this guy told us ... 'One 
of these days you'll see that power there will be used .... you'll see that dammed up,' 
and I wouldn't believe him."1o Given the remoteness of the area and the small 
scale industrial development in the region (aside from the railroad), the settlers paid 
little attention to the occasional hint that a mega-project would be built on their 
doorstep. Ironically, it was largely because of this distinct lack of industrial 
development in the northern half of British Columbia that the provincial 
government invited Alcan into the North. 
By the late 1940s, after countless government and corporate surveys had been 
completed, the government of British Columbia officially invited the corporation to 
establish operations in the provincial North, passing the 1949 Industrial 
Development Act. The act, along with the subsequent '1950 Agreement' between 
the province and Alcan, laid the groundwork for the Kemano Project and conferred 
to Alcan extensive powers over a huge region including the proposed Nechako 
Reservoir, the village of Kemano and the city of Kitimat in northwestern British 
Columbia. This legislation gave Alcan, among various other resources and 
exclusive privileges, all mineral and timber rights with no obligation to log the area 
to be flooded or to pay stumpage on the timber; all water rights to Nechako 
10 Ibid. 
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watershed above the Nechako canyon (the head of the Nechako River); and 
extremely favourable water rental rates.11 
By building the Kenney Dam at the outflow of the Circle Lakes chain and 
drilling a ten mile tunnel through the coast mountains, Alcan effectively diverted 
the system's water flow directly west to the Pacific Ocean rather than east down the 
Nechako River and into the Fraser River, its path for millennia. The dam and the 
tunnel allowed Alcan to harness the gravitational pull of the elevation drop from 
Tahtsa Lake to what became the village of Kemano at the head of the Dean Channel, 
where a powerhouse was built inside Mount Dubose. Penstocks channelled the 
underground river of water through massive turbines, transforming the force of the 
water into relatively inexpensive, abundant amounts of hydroelectric power. From 
Kemano a ninety kilometre transmission line carried the electricity to Kitimat 
where a smelter, port and city were simultaneously built as the tunnel was drilled 
and the dam constructed. For thousands of years the site of a Tsimshian First 
Nations settlement, the almost instantaneous city of Kitimat became Canada's first 
wholly planned community, complete with all the urban amenities that industrial 
development promised to deliver. 
In 1949 newspapers throughout British Columbia began reporting on the 
proposed Kemano Project in Tweedsmuir Park. The displacement of the Ootsa Lake 
11 Arvay Finlay and Murray Rankin, Alcan's Kemano Project: Options and Recommendations (Victoria, 
October 1992), p. 14. 
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settlers was foreshadowed in the August 25th, 1949 edition of The Review, the 
Bums Lake weekly newspaper: 
If [Alcan] builds its proposed dam ... across the Nechako canyon, a large 
number or ranchers, farmers, guides and even storekeepers are 
prepared to pay the penalty for progress .... losing homes and business 
establishments they have been building and developing for as long as 
40 years .... [the] dam would create a vast lake 120 miles long .... The 
post-offices at Ootsa lake, Streatham and Marilla would be flooded 
out as would Pelletier's large new general store. Billy McNeil[l]'s Ootsa 
Lake Guides Business would have to go .... 12 
The declaration that the settlers were prepared to pay for progress might have been 
premature, for the settlers' first reaction to the news that they would be flooded out 
was one of complete shock, disbelief and anger. As Donald Lang recalls, it was in the 
Fall of 1949 when "they [Alcan] first decided to tell us we were ... to be bought out.. .. 
we were angry ... everybody was angry."13 Frank Bergen remembers "when they 
[Alcan] said the water was going to come up and so forth, I couldn't really believe 
it."14 Similarly, ·when the news came there was "a lot of anger .... nobody wanted to 
go,' says Anne Waldron, "they were devastated."1s Alan Blackwell adds "everybody 
was pretty upset when they found out they were going to flood us out... they weren't 
giving us that much notice."16 
Indeed, the news that the community would literally be swept away by the 
12 Bums Lake Review, August 25, 1949. 
13 Donald Lang, Interview, October 1, 1996. 
14 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
15 Anne Waldron, Interview, October 9, 1996. 
16 Alan Blackwell, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
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tide of development was a severe blow to the residents of Ootsa Lake. Unlike the 
traditional company town where residents live with the perpetual threat of 
slumping markets and falling commodity prices, the Ootsa Lake settlers lived a 
relatively stable existence. Moreover, for many of the second generation of settlers 
who were in their late teens and early twenties, the future - guiding, ranching, 
hunting and farming- was very much tied to the surrounding landscape. For these 
people, the Kemano Project completely altered the direction of their lives. 
After the provincial government granted Alcan a sweeping water license for 
all waters in the Nechako watershed, construction of the Kenney Dam began at the 
head of the Nechako River in 1950. Completed two years later, the Nechako 
Reservoir began to fill.17 Consequently, for a majority of the settlers who negotiated 
their compensation with Alcan after 1950 (negotiations lasted from the fall of 1949 
through to 1953), the water was in effect rising throughout the process. Particularly 
in 1952 and 1953, those settlers still negotiating had the added pressure of watching 
Ootsa Lake creep closer and closer towards their homes and farms. One can readily 
imagine the impression this had on the settlers as they bartered with Alcan. 
Moreover, the settlers were facing a huge, international corporation with seemingly 
unlimited legal and financial resources, not to mention the enthusiastic support of 
the provincial government of the day. 
Given the disruption to the settlers' lives and Alcan's strong bargaining 
position, the relationship between Alcan and the settlers throughout the ensuing 
negotiation period was often difficult. The initial meeting at Wistaria in October 
17 Finlay and Rankin, Alcan's Kemano Project, p. 12. 
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1949, attended by both parties and the provincial water comptroller,18 marked the 
beginning of an extremely bitter and often hostile relations between many of the 
settlers and the Alcan negotiators. As Jim Van Tine recalls, 
I was to a meeting at Wistaria .... They sent two fellas in first just to feel 
the people out... they wanted to see just how mad they'd get about it.. .. 
Because one of 'em said 'There's not a quarter section of land on Ootsa 
Lake worth more than six thousand dollars.' He just about had to go out 
that side door at Wistaria Hall. The Shelford boys [were] ready to string 
him up.19 
Anne Waldron asserts that the manner in which Alcan treated the setters from the 
outset set the tone for future negotiations. Anne's mother, Grace Schreiber, passed 
on her recollections of the initial encounters with Alcan: "At first they came in and 
offered them all some money and it was a pittance, and that's what really made 
them mad as wel1."2o Already facing the prospect of losing their homes, livelihoods 
and community, the settlers reacted harshly to Alcan's aggressive approach to 
negotiating for compensation. 
Jake and Agnes Bergen, Frank's parents, were some of the first residents to 
sell out, accepting Alcan's initial offer for their farm at the Ootsa settlement. As Jake 
later discovered, there was a huge disparity among compensation packages: 
We sold too soon to the Aluminum Company, other people got a lot more 
money .... They scared us .... We figured if we were stubborn, maybe we 
18 Duncan C. Campbell, Global Mission: The Story of Alcan, Volume II, (published privately, 1989), 
p. 74. 
19 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
20 Anne Waldron, Interview, October 9, 1996. 
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wouldn't get anything .... The Wistaria people, they were tough, they 
got a lot more money .21 
From the settlers' perspectives, Alcan's tactics were varied and unrelenting. As Lois 
Bishop recounts, company officials were particularly effective at singling out those 
individuals who were barely making ends meet at Ootsa Lake: "People, especially 
widows that were just hanging in there, didn't have hardly enough money to live 
on ... [they] just took it and left."22 Likewise, "that's [who] they went to first," recalls 
Jim Van Tine, "to get the easy ones .... There was quite a few like that... they [Alcan] 
knew what they were doing. And then they come, and lowered the boom."23 Once 
Alcan had purchased several properties, the inevitability of the process weighed 
heavily on those who lived in the community that had yet to sell out. 
Alcan also appears to have used their powerful position in the bargaining 
process to pit certain individuals against others within the Ootsa Lake community. 
For example, Cyril Shelford acted as a representative for several families and 
individuals, primarily those in the Wistaria settlement, and tensions grew deep 
between many people in different settlements during the negotiation process. Frank 
Bergen asserts "there [were] very hard feelings at the time" between certain 
families,24 the same people that had long depended upon one another amidst their 
common isolation from the outside world. After years of relatively harmonious 
relations among the setters, they were now turned against one another in the 
negotiation process. As Donald Lang illustrates, 
21 Jake Bergen, Interview, September 30, 1996. 
22 Lois Bishop, Interview, October 10, 1996. 
23 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
24 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
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Alcan came in, and their assessors and their lawyers came in.... they 
divide[d] the community into two .... they offer[ed] these people so much, 
and these people ten times more. And the families, they give this 
brother so much, and this brother more, you see, and it causes friction .... 
Divide and conquer, you see .... They start eating on everybody and then 
one or two start selling ... and gradually people get discouraged.2s 
Without question, the negotiation period was an extremely challenging time for the 
community as a whole. As families and individuals were forced to negotiate with 
Alcan in many instances for their entire lives' work, it is perhaps understandable 
how the corporation was able to create division and animosity between residents to 
suit their own purposes. 
In 1951 in an attempt to gain some support from the provincial government 
in order to recieve fair compensation from Alcan, a delegation of six people from 
the community travelled to Victoria.26 The delegation managed to gain a private 
meeting with Premier Johnson of the Coalition government, but, as Cyril Shelford 
recollects, accomplished little and were literally "laughed" out of the Premier's 
office.27 Afterwards, the negotiations continued largely in the same manner as 
before, with those people who were willing to hang on longer before settling with 
Alcan receiving more compensation. Ultimately, Alcan paid an average of $25,500 
to the 90 landowners in the community, one of the few expenditures on the 
25 Donald Lang, Interview, October 1, 1996. 
26 Bev Christensen, TooGoodToBeTrue (Vancouver: Talon Books, 1995), pp. 52-55; Cyril Shelford, 
From Snowshoes to Politics (Victoria: Shelford Publishing, 1987), pp.134-138; Peggy Shelford, 
Interview, December 20, 1996. 
27 Cyril Shelford, From Snowshoes to Politics, p. 135. 
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Kemano Project completed under budget.28 
Perhaps not surprisingly, many residents of the original settlements believe 
Alcan resorted to additional, extreme measures to gain an even stronger position in 
the negotiation process. "They had every lawyer in the country paid off," asserts Jim 
Van Tine.29 Donald Lang echoes his sentiments: 
We hired a lawyer, and we didn't know it, but he was bought up by 
Alcan ... By a miracle, Shakespeare, the Alcan lawyer, flew up in the 
same plane as he came up here .... 'Well, okay,' he says, 'I'll tell 
you what we do. I'll battle away.' We didn't know he was bought up .. . 
we trusted him, you see .... 'I think I can do something for you people ... ' 
And he did, he got our prices up a little bit... 'Well/ he said, 'this is about 
the best we can do. I don't see any chance of taking it to court or anything, 
you know how it is ... My advice ... this is the best we can do, and I would 
sell out.'30 
Whether or not the settlers are correct in their assertions of corruption on the part 
of Alcan, Donald Lang's and Jim Van Tine's recollections serve as a clear example of 
the frustration and utter helplessness felt by the settlers in facing such 
overwhelming pressure to sell out. 
In a letter from the Van Tine family's law firm in Vancouver dated June 23, 
1952, the Van Tines are instructed in no uncertain terms about the limited avenues 
available in challenging Alcan in arbitration. "We have put forth every argument 
and reason ... in order to induce the Aluminum Company to increase their offer .... 
but to no avail," states the letter, "the probable cost of arbitration to you would be 
28 Bev Christensen, TooGood To Be True, p . 56. 
29 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
30 Donald Lang, Interview, October 1, 1996. 
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$2000 at a minimum." The Van Tine's lawyer proceeds to instruct the family that 
a settlement price reached in arbitration "may be less than [the offer by Alcan] ... Mr. 
Shakespeare [chief Alcan negotiator] states that he is convinced that it will be less." 
The Van Tines were also instructed that they would have to pay for the costs of the 
arbitration proceedings, at a minimum of $1000, if they received less than the 
amount initially offered by Alcan. "In short," the letter concludes, "unless you can 
be sure that you would receive [$5000 more than Alcan's offer] upon the arbitration 
it may be just as well to settle now."31 It is interesting to note how the Van Tine's 
lawyer appears to openly accept the advice of Mr. Shakespeare, and in turn uses that 
perspective to advise the Van Tines on the outcome of arbitration hearings. 
However one interprets the letter, the Van Tines' lawyer certainly did not 
paint a very optimistic picture, nor lend much support, in contesting for an 
improved offer from Alcan. As Donald Lang recalls, the three party arbitration 
process was heavily stacked in Alcan's favour: "there was Alcan, the government.. . 
and us. We didn't stand a chance on the moon .... I don't think anybody went to 
arbitration."32 Cyril Shelford states another reason for avoiding the process was 
''because the price of land in the valley was low and arbitration would take into 
account only market value .... [and] would not enable people to settle elsewhere."33 
Not insignificantly, most families along Ootsa Lake could not afford thousands of 
dollars for any expenditure, let alone legal fees. 
The Van Tines, along with the rest of the community, felt they should be 
31 With permission from Doug Van Tine, letter addressed to Mr. and Mrs. Edward Van Tine dated June 
23, 1952, Vancouver B.C., p. 1-3. 
32 Donald Lang, Interview, October 1, 1996. 
33 Cyril Shelford, From Snowshoes to Politics, p. 134. 
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compensated for having no choice in the matter but to sell their properties and end 
their way of life at Ootsa Lake.34 As Anne Waldron reflects, "they were so taken 
advantage of ... that was the big feeling ... they didn't have a choice in the matter at 
all. It was already a done deal."35 To compare them with a families who might 
choose to sell their farm or business - a decision completely independent and free 
from any pressure from government or industry- was simply unfair and wholly 
inaccurate from the setters' perspective. Consequently, the settlers expected to be 
economically compensated for this fundamental distinction.36 
Furthermore, Van Tines' lawyer instructed the family that in order to recieve 
compensation for their trapping and guiding business, they "should be prepared to 
prove that your business can no longer be carried out as a result of the flooding .... 
[Alcan] advise that... your guide territory will be valuable to you after the flooding 
since it is so large."37 Yet, as Alcan was fully aware, it was impossible to predict, 
particularly by contemporary standards of scientific analysis, all the environmental 
changes the flooding would produce. Alcan was informed, however, of certain 
effects that would occur as a result of creating the reservoir; effects that would 
undeniably hinder the continued operations and further development of guiding 
businesses on Ootsa Lake. 
In 1949, a report prepared by Dr. Peter Larkin of the BC Game Department 
outlined the repercussions of failing to clear the proposed reservoir area of timber 
prior to flooding: 
34 See detailed account in Bev Christensen, TooGood To Be True, pp. 52-55. 
35 Anne Waldron, Interview, October 9, 1996. 
36 Burns Lake Review, November 3, 1949. 
37 With permission from Doug Van Tine, letter addressed to Mr. and Mrs. Edward Van Tine dated June 
23, 1952, Vancouver B.C., p. 2. 
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The flooding of the margins of the lakes will undoubtedly result in the 
presence of innumerable snags and large amounts of debris in the near 
shore area which would impair fishing conditions and recreational sites 
and make navigation near the shore dangerous .... [the lakes] would not 
represent the potential sport fishery of any consequence.38 
In a separate report for the BC Game Commission, Dr. Ian McTaggart Cowan 
concluded that a variety of wildlife species would be affected.39 And in the same 
year the Canadian Department of Fisheries outlined the repercussions of not 
allowing for sufficient water flows for salmon runs to travel to their spawning 
grounds in the upper reaches of the Nechako River.40 Ironically, the fulfilment of 
these predictions played a large role in the provincial government's decision to 
cancel Alcan' s phase two of the Kemano Project. 
Whatever environmental projections Alcan might have had, it is interesting 
to note that Alcan put the onus on the setters to prove that their businesses would 
be negatively affected, as if they had freed themselves of any responsibility for the 
changes that would come from the creation of the Nechako Reservoir. Indeed, no 
one could accuse Alcan of not taking full advantage of their powerful position in 
the negotiation process. 
As the negotiations between Alcan and the residents of the Ootsa Lake Valley 
came to end in 1953, the latter realised that their unique way of life would finally 
and literally disappear under the rising tide of the Kemano Project. Had these so 
38 "Record of Hearings on Applications by the Aluminum Company of Canada, Ltd. for water licenses on 
the Nechako and Nanika Rivers," Victoria, 31 Oct. 1949, reprinted in Bev Christensen, TooGood To Be 
True, p. 49. 
39 Ibid., p. 51. 
40 Ibid., p. 50. 
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called 'northern sojourners' developed little or no attachments to their cultural-
ecological landscape, the process of moving away from Ootsa Lake would largely 
have been one of simple relocation. Ultimately, beyond the loss of friends and 
neighbours, homes and community, the rising waters brought an end to a specific 
environment that had formed an integral part of all social, cultural and familial 
relationships in the community. 
As the water slowly enveloped the houses, farms and forests along the lake, it 
became too much for even the hardiest of the settlements' pioneers to witness. Jim 
Van Tine remembers his father, Ed, "left here in '51. When they started to flood the 
lake he wouldn't come back. ... He came back for Christmas but stayed at my sister's ... 
in town. He wouldn't come across [Francois] Lake, 'cause he knew everything was 
changed out here and he didn't want to see it."41 Similarly, the younger members of 
the community also felt the loss very deeply. Anne Waldron recalls "I didn't go 
back for a long time afterwards ... I was devastated .... the trees sticking out of the 
water .... I was depressed." 42 Anne's childhood neighbor and close friend, Lois 
Bishop, remembers how she too was horrified at what was happening to the 
landscape she had been raised upon: 
It's just seeing, seeing that land flooded, that really bothered me ... I never 
went back from the time the water started to come up ... our horses were 
still out there and we went around and took a bunch of pictures ... by that 
time the lake was coming up close to the Schreiber's house and coming 
up close to our house. Then I never went back 'cause I had a funny 
feeling that if I did that I'd get caught under the water ... even though I was 
41 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
42 Anne Waldron, Interview, October 9, 1996. 
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in my 'teens then, I didn't want to sleep out there, just didn't want to go out 
there, just bothered me to see water coming up, the trees ... So I just stayed 
away for many, many years and never went back.43 
As Bishop's comments suggest, the attachment to the environment and community 
became manifest in the reactions of the settlers to the flooding of Ootsa Lake. Not 
surprisingly, for some remaining settlers the pain of the whole experience "still 
hasn't stopped." 44 
For many of the older settlers the transition to a new environment and often 
a new way of life, coupled with their loss, was simply too great a burden. Jim Van 
Tine remembers "there was a lot of old ... World War One veterans ... the 
government give 'em the land, and they'd lived here the rest of their lives ... and 
they were getting pretty old. They just died off like flies when they left." 45 In the 
same manner Donald Lang remembers "old Bob Nelson .... He was here since 1908 ... 
that's what happened to old Bob .... He moved to Tchesinkut [Lake] and died."46 
There were also many adjustments to be made for those that stayed in the 
area. Just as the Kemano Project brought northwestern British Columbia firmly 
into the modem, global industrial age, the project also carried the settlers into the 
twentieth century through an influx of financial capital (compensation from Alcan) 
and the move to a new socioeconomic climate. Although Frank Bergen's family 
had migrated to Ootsa Lake in 1940 and had not developed the kind of roots other 
families had, his recollections of life before and after the flood provide an acute 
43 Lois Bishop, Interview, October 10, 1996. 
44 Anne Waldron, Interview, October 9, 1996. 
45 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
46 Donald Lang, Interview, October 1, 1996. 
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perspective of the transition much of the community underwent. Throughout the 
1940s the family managed their farm much the same way others had along Ootsa 
Lake two and three decades earlier. Relying heavily on horses and organic methods 
of crop enhancement, there were "no pesticides ... the only gas you bought was 
kerosene for the lamp, you didn't need anything, maybe some grease to put on the 
wheels for the wagon."47 But the money from Alcan and a new, less fertile location 
changed much for the Bergens: 
That's what moved us from the horse and buggy to the tractor and machine 
age. 'Cause immediately we bought a tractor and machinery ... and it was 
a total different lifestyle then ... it took money to maintain the machinery and 
buy gas .. .. And then [the] money was gone, okay we had a car now, we 
had a tractor and a baler and so forth, we had less land, we had poorer 
land, it was a different style of life, all of a sudden the money's gone now 
you gotta try and make a living. So, or course, dad's theory was then you 
had to have more cows, so before if we could have 30 or 40 cows and 
make a real good living, now he had to double it. So really it was a 
different lifestyle.48 
As the Bergens' transition suggests, the Kemano Project effectively terminated the 
cultural landscape that evolved along Ootsa Lake from the turn of the century 
through to the 1950s. For the few settlers that moved to higher ground, only 
fragments of their former community remained behind, in a figurative as well as 
literal sense. All the best farm land, open and flat along the shore, lay several 
metres below the surface of the new reservoir. The natural beauty of the valley had 
become transformed into arguably the most unsightly environment in all northern 
47 Frank Bergen, Interview, October 2, 1996. 
48 Ibid . 
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British Columbia. And as the majority of residents moved out and resettled into 
their daily routines like many other British Columbians, they became increasingly 
aware of the unique community they had once been a part of. 
In looking back nearly half a century to their former community, settlers 
today harbour strong feelings - often much resentment - about the losses they 
incurred. And the settlers' recollections suggest the principle motives for living 
along Ootsa Lake, particularly for the second and third generation of settlers, were 
not economically driven. In reference to being bought out by Alcan, Bud Bennett 
explicitly asserts, "it's hard to put a price tag on a lifetime of work." 49 In his 
autobiography From Snowshoes To Politics, former Wistaria resident Cyril Shelford 
articulates Bennett's thoughts: 
Very few people - and no lawyers - recognize that when you force a farmer 
to relocate, you have to take into account that you're buying a piece of a 
man's life. It's not like in the city, where no one has real roots in the soil. 
Most people in a city will willingly sell if they're offered $20,000 or $30,000 
more than they paid because the move doesn't change their way of life.5o 
In a similar manner Millie Durban reflects "I don't think all the money in the world 
could bring back. .. what we all had ... they thought that they were going to be able to 
spend the rest of their lives here .... Not any one of them that I know of wanted to 
leave."51 
vVhile a handful of families remained in the immediate vicinity, the 
49 Bud Bennett, Interview, September 23, 1996. 
50 Cyril Shelford, From Snowshoes to Politics, p. 134. 
51 Millie Durban, Interview, September 24, 1996. 
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majority of the residents either resettled in the Lakes District around Burns Lake or 
departed for warmer climates in the Okanagan, the Lower Mainland and southern 
Vancouver Island. But as Chuck Addison recalls, even for the few residents who 
stayed in the area by moving to higher ground, "it was a time that I wouldn't want 
to go through again under any circumstances."52 Since 1922, Chuck's wife Alma 
Addison has lived her entire life in the Ootsa Lake Valley, one of the few original 
residents to stay on after the flood. For her "it was a sad time ... having been a child 
along the lake to see your little places that you would play, all covered. It was a hard 
thing, yes. And then for quite a few years it was just dead timber standing up." 53 As 
Addison's comments suggest, the environmental degradation compounded the loss 
of community and home. Clearly, leaving behind the pristine Ootsa Lake valley 
was one of the most difficult life experiences for the settlers, reaching far beyond 
mere economics. 
Although the settlers experienced considerable hardship throughout the 
displacement process in the 1950s, observers of the Kemano project have invariably 
assumed little in the way of community or culture was lost at Ootsa Lake. Likewise, 
numerous scholars and writers seem to have concluded that because the settlers 
participated in the negotiation process and received compensation, they were 
subsequently pleased with the outcome of that process- and with the process itself. 
These assumptions have come about largely because of the extreme disparity 
between the manner in which Alcan removed the Cheslatta peoples, the Carrier 
First Nation flooded out by Kemano, and the Ootsa Lake settlers. 
52 Chuck Addison, Interview, September 19, 1996. 
53 Alma Addison, Interview, September 19, 1996. 
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As documented in great detail by Katherine Buhler in her M.A. thesis, "Come 
Hell and High Water: The Relocation of the Cheslatta First Nation," and in Bev 
Christensen's Too Good To Be True: Alcan's Kemano Completion Project, the 
methods used to remove the two communities were profoundly dissimilar. Having 
lived along the Murray and Cheslatta Lake shores for centuries, the Cheslatta were 
given just a few days warning prior to their lands being flooded, with little 
opportunity to negotiate for new territory or fair compensation. Among other 
atrocities committed by Alcan and the Department of Indian Affairs during the 
remarkably short removal process, the Cheslatta peoples were blatantly misled on 
several occasions, their signatures were forged on official surrender documents, and 
their belongings and ancestral graveyards were unnecessarily destroyed.54 
Without exception, the treatment of the Ootsa Lake settlers by Alcan and the 
government of British Columbia was far less severe than those tactics employed by 
Alcan and the Department of Indian Affairs in removing the Cheslatta community. 
Arguably because of this disparity, the historical loss of the Ootsa Lake settlements 
has largely been forgotten. In a 1992 report of past and proposed developments of 
the Kemano project prepared for the British Columbia government, lawyer Murray 
Rankin had surprisingly little to say about the Ootsa Lake settlements. As Ootsa 
Lake was one of only two communities flooded out by Kemano, it seems probable 
the settlers' removal experience might warrant at least minimal review. Yet, 
beyond emphasising the distinct gap in expropriation policy applied to the First 
Nations and euroCanadian communities, little is revealed about the lengthy 
54 See Katherine Buhler, "Come Hell and High Water: The Relocation of the Cheslatta First Nation," 
(M.A. Thesis, University of Northern British Columbia, 1998). 
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negotiations aside from Rankin's assertion that "the white settlers' houses were 
moved, and roads built for them."55 
Yet even in this instance there is much discrepancy as to the facts of the 
matter. While improvements may have been made to the road connecting Ootsa 
Lake with Francois Lake (the route to Bums Lake, highway 16 and the railroad), they 
were completed for and by Alcan in order to transport its materials and machinery 
for the construction of the Skins Lake Spillway and other facilities. Furthermore, 
there was little point in building roads for the Ootsa Lake settlers, as a large portion 
of the settlers moved out of the region and so any new roads built in the immediate 
area at the time benefited only a small minority of the original community. 
Perhaps more significantly, none of the individuals interviewed who were 
flooded out enjoyed the luxury of having Alcan move their houses to higher 
ground, nor do they recall Alcan doing so for anyone else. As stated above, many 
did not stay in the immediate area, and, like their aboriginal counterparts in the 
Cheslatta community, many of the settlers' houses were burned to the ground 
immediately after the buildings were evacuated, destroyed in an attempt - an 
ultimately futile one- to reduce floating debris in the reservoir. As Milly Durban 
recalls, Alcan "paid [us] off and burned the houses. There were some nice houses, 
they just threw a match, [it] just didn't seem right."56 The Van Tine's house, 
originally built in the 1930s, was actually moved to its present location on Ootsa 
Lake. However, Jim Van Tine asserts that he paid a local contractor to move the 
building. The house was moved at a reasonable price because the contractor 
55 Finlay and Rankin, Alcan's Kemano Completion Project, p. 19. 
56 Milly Durban, Interview, September 24, 1996. 
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happened to be in the area at the time.57 Indeed, it appears Alcan was not overly 
concerned with assisting those settlers who remained in the area, particularly with 
respect to rebuilding the community. For example, Jim Van Tine recalls "they 
never even relocated the schools."58 Hence, Rankin's assertion that "the white 
settlers' houses were moved, and roads built for them" is suspect. Rankin appears 
to have assumed, like other researchers, that these northern non-aboriginal British 
Columbians were naturally supportive of industrial development and were 
consequently rewarded for their sacrifices. 
Similarly, in his thesis "The 1950 Kemano Aluminum Project: A Hindsight 
Assessment," Juan Carlos Gomez Amaral depicts an almost peaceful, homogeneous 
relationship between the Ootsa Lake residents and Alcan, in particular suggesting 
that the entire community negotiated collectively as a whole. "The 79 white settlers 
whose lands were flooded by the Nechako Reservoir were handled much differently 
than Cheslatta Band members," writes Amaral, "after lobbying the provincial 
government for better compensation, and bargaining with the company .... The 
white settlers were satisfied ... sold, and moved out.59 This representation of events 
in the early 1950s could hardly be farther from the truth. Alcan negotiated 
separately with the majority of families, settling on different prices per acre with 
each family. Although Amaral asserts that the community agreed to one price per 
hectare,60 prices were set more often than not by the family's ability to prolong 
negotiations. 
57 Jim Van Tine, Interview, October 12, 1996. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Juan Carlos Gomez Amaral, 'The 1950 Kemano Aluminum Project: A Hindsight Assessment," (M.A. 
thesis, Simon Fraser University, 1986), p. 47. 
60 Ibid. 
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Perhaps Amaral's conclusions become clear when considering his source, 
Janice Beck's Three Towns: A History of Kitimat, an account of a city which is largely 
dependent upon the Alcan corporation and the continued operation of its Kemano 
project. Not surprisingly, Amaral also relies on then Socred Cabinet Minister E.T. 
Kenney (for whom Kemano' s Kenney Dam is named) for an analysis of the 
negotiation process, quoted in David Boyer's article "Kitimat: Canada's Aluminum 
Titan," in National Geographic magazine in 1956.61 In the article Kenney declares 
Alcan was extremely generous in its compensation for the Ootsa Lake settlers. 
However, according to Alcan official Percy Radley in Alcan' s very own corporate 
biography published in 1989, Global Mission: The Story of Alcan, Volume II, the 
compensation paid out to the Ootsa Lake settlers was "one of the few items in the 
original estimates which ran below budget."62 The fact that Amaral relied upon 
such narrow representations of the settlers' experience with Alcan illustrates how 
the community's demise has generally been documented thus far. 
For instance, in his Global Mission, author Duncan Campbell's depiction of 
events at the initial meetings between Alcan officials and the settlers is particularly 
misleading. On October 24, 1949, Major Farrow, the provincial Water Comptroller, 
held a hearing on the proposed Kemano project at the Wistaria Hall. For this event, 
Campbell relies solely on Alcan official McNeely Dubose's report. "At first it 
appeared that there might be some flaring up on the part of local people who did not 
want their present way of life disrupted," writes Campbell, ''but every thing turned 
out smoothly and after the hearing ... our representatives and those of the 
61 Ibid, p. 48. 
62 Duncan C. CampbeU, Global Mission, p. 74. 
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Government, were given sandwiches and coffee and every evidence of hospitality 
by the local people."63 As Campbell fails to mention any more "flaring up" on the 
part of the Ootsa Lake settlers, one is given the impression that any hostilities 
between Alcan and the settlers were resolved and that future relations between the 
two were amicable. Moreover, his comments that "everything turned out 
smoothly" leads the reader to conclude the subsequent outcome of the negotiations 
were mutually beneficial. As discussed in detail earlier in the chapter, negotiations 
between the two parties could best be described as extremely antagonistic. Once 
again, this illustrates the misinterpretation regarding the entire removal process of 
the Ootsa Lake settlements and the respective assumptions towards this 
euroCanadian community. 
By 1954, most of the 79 families in the four settlements that were flooded out 
from the shores of Ootsa Lake had relocated elsewhere in the Lakes District and 
British Columbia. A handful of families, those that had always lived above the new 
high water mark of Ootsa Lake and those that moved to higher ground, stayed on to 
rebuild the community. But the nature and character of the community would 
never return.64 In place of families and young children now live a flock of retirees, 
many are from the United States who have come seeking reprieve from the modem 
world and have little notion of what came before them in the depths below the now 
massive Ootsa Lake. Where there were once post offices, general stores and schools 
now there are few such entities, residents now making their way into town once a 
week on wide, well maintained roads and hourly ferry-service across Francois Lake. 
63 fbid. 
64 Stanley Blackwell, Interview, December 18, 1996. 
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But for the few families that remained in the community, or rather, what was left of 
it, their roots ran so deep to Ootsa Lake that even the ecological nightmare of the 
Nechako Reservoir could not succeed in drawing them away. Their lives bear silent 
witness to the community that came before, and have become a kind of monument 
to the original Ootsa Lake settlements and the cultural landscape they composed. 
Like Ootsa Lake, there are many communities, some long disappeared and more 
still remaining, which can tell us much about the nature and development of 
society in northern British Columbia in the twentieth century. 
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Conclusion 
For many non-residents northern British Columbia is primarily a land of 
majestic mountains, vast evergreen forests and pristine waterways. Aside from 
these obvious geographic perceptions, it is often believed to be a place solely 
inhabited by First Nations, burdened sporadically with a non-aboriginal presence: an 
early fur trade, a gold mine, or an occasional logging town.l Such perceptions are 
not, however, the exclusive domain of the general public, but continue to be 
perpetuated by British Columbian scholars. 
Many historians have not fully considered the complex relationship between 
multi-generational, northern, non-native peoples and their natural environments. 
Nor have they addressed the impact of these peoples on the culture of the modern 
provincial North. Historical studies, often written by those living outside the 
region, have largely depicted non-natives as forming highly unstable, volatile 
communities, labouring in industries controlled by absentee owners with little 
regard for the long-term interests of northerners and their environments. Scholars 
have also largely written about non-native northern societies solely through their 
relationship with First Nations, concentrating heavily on their colonial, capitalistic 
and materialist tendencies. But the numerous multigenerational communities, or 
rather specific populations within those communities, situated in northern British 
Columbia are much more complex than we have been led to believe. 
As such, it is imperative that further historical research of the North be 
approached from within, rather than without, to attain a fuller, deeper 
understanding of the region as a whole and its relationship with the rest of British 
Columbia. "As the writing of northern history becomes itself grounded in the 
1 According to the Dominion Bureau of Statistics Canada, Seventh Census of Canada, 1931: Volume II, 
Population by Areas (Ottawa, 1933), even as early as 1921 non-aboriginal residents made up the bulk of 
the population living roughly in the upper two-thirds of British Columbia. In 1921 the census reports 
there were 38, 761 people in the North: of these, 32% were aboriginal and 68% non-native. In 1931 
there were 47,185living in the region: of these, 31% were aboriginal and 69% non-native. pp. 105-1()6. 
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north," asserts Jean Barman, "all British Columbians will come to recognize that 
events in the north have not always mirrored or derived from those occurring at 
the centres of power or in the province as a whole."2 Accordingly, the history of the 
North has much to offer to those interested in articulating what it is that makes 
British Columbia distinct from other provinces, other places. As Judith Lapadat and 
Harold Janzen assert, 
What the north does, and what northern communities do in responding 
to their situations and the environment, is of interest to other communities 
because it provides a counterpoint to "the usual." Northern communities 
and ways of life represent unique adaptations to a particular environment. 
Knowing about the adaptations and solutions to problems that northerners 
create are of interest simply because they suggest richer, more diverse 
possibilities for all. 3 
For instance, with respect to the Ootsa Lake settlers, wilderness was not an abstract 
object solely important in its function as vacation destination or resource reserve. 
Wilderness was paradoxically both an environment in which to harvest the 
necessities of life and a pristine natural setting in which to raise one's family. These 
settlers were not alienated like their urban counterparts from the products which 
sustained life, but provided for themselves from the soils and waters of their 
immediate surroundings. Large gardens supplemented seasonal hunting and 
fishing, together forming the basis of the local diet. Accumulated knowledge of the 
surrounding environment, passed down from parents to children, became a 
fundamental aspect in the personal identity of each Ootsa Lake resident and the 
community as a whole. 
Geography and isolation dictated that the community of Ootsa Lake would 
2 Jean Barman, "Writing the History of Northern British Columbia," The Historiography of the 
Provincial Norths, eds. Ken Coates and William Morrison (Centre for Northern Studies, Lakehead 
· University, 1996), p. 319. 
3 Judith C. Lapadat and Harold Janzen, "Collaborative Research in Northern Communities: 
Possibilities and Pitfalls," BC Studies 104 (Winter 1994-95), p. 77. 
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have to find its own way largely outside of the provincial economy. Enjoying 
relatively little wage labour and limited access to external commercial markets, the 
settlers supplanted the use of currency with a subsistence and barter economy. 
When the depression of the 1930s and the war rations of the 1940s hit northern 
British Columbia, Ootsa Lake continued much as it had before, living off the land 
and utilising a variety of resources, from ducks to wild berries, to provide the 
mainstay of the local diet. But, ultimately, the Ootsa Lake settlements fell victim to 
forces far beyond their control, paying the price for progress in making way for 
Alcan' s Kemano mega-project of the 1950s. 
Fulfilling its purpose, the Kemano project, in addition to growing the 
provincial economy as a whole, brought the undeveloped northern British 
Columbia farther into the global industrial economy of the twentieth century. Yet, 
for those people today that travel into northern Tweedsmuir Park by boat and must 
be accompanied by someone who has knowledge of the original shoreline in order 
to avoid hitting dead trees standing beneath the surface of the water, it is impossible 
to imagine any improvements the project might have had, environmentally or 
economically, for nearby residents. As Pierre Burton has commented in flying over 
the Nechako Reservoir, "each swollen lake is encircled by a ring of broken trees and 
rotting vegetation several hundred yards deep, a labyrinth of deadfalls drowned in 
the rising waters. No energy crisis in the world is worth this obscenity."4 Although 
the Ootsa Lake settlers had no choice in abandoning their homes and livelihoods to 
evade the rising waters of the Nechako Reservoir, they were financially 
compensated, a privilege that was not extended to the neighbouring Cheslatta 
peoples. Consequently, the demise of the Ootsa Lake settlements have largely been 
discarded from the provincial memory, particularly with respect to the recent 
British Columbia Utilities Commission hearings on the viability of Kemano Phase 
4 Pierre Burton, Drifting Home, quoted in Bev Christenson, Too Good To Be True: Alcan's Kemano 
Completion Project, (Vancouver: Talon Books, 1995), p. 42. 
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Two and the subsequent proliferation of media coverage on the background of the 
initial project. 
As such, it is intended that this study of the Ootsa Lake settlements which 
now sit at the bottom of the Nechako Reservoir has addressed, if incrementally, 
both the forgotten history of the Ootsa Lake settlers and the growing 
historiographical vacuum of twentieth century northern British Columbia. 
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